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  I N T R O D U C T I O N 

 The First Crusade was fought between 1096 and 1102. The crusading 
movement was at its most popular from the late twelfth century to 
the late fourteenth, but was still active in the fi fteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. The last crusade league was the Holy League, which began 
the recovery of the Balkans from the Turks between 1684 and 1699. 
The last operative order-state of a military order was Hospitaller 
Malta, which succumbed to Napoleon in 1798. A new military order 
was founded as late as 1890, although it had a very short life, as we 
will see. We are faced by a movement that lasted for hundreds of 
years and touched the lives of the ancestors of everyone today of 
Western European descent and of many of Eastern European, Jew-
ish, and Muslim descent as well. No one can feel comfortable about 
this aspect of our collective experience, but for intellectual as well as 
moral reasons the role of its historians is an awkward one. In the last 
thirty years their understanding of the movement has led them to 
reject the long-held belief that it was defi ned solely by its theaters of 
operation in the Levant and its hostility toward Islam 1 —with the 
consequence that in their eyes the Muslims move slightly off center 
stage—and many of them have begun to face up to the ideas and mo-



tivation of the crusaders. 2  The more they do so the more they fi nd 
themselves  contra mundum  or, at least,  contra mundum Christianum , because 
their conception of the realities of crusading turns out to be in con-
fl ict with those of nearly everyone else, from leading churchmen and 
scholars in other fi elds to the general public. 

 In many ways the Crusades deserve their poor reputation. Like all 
religious wars, they were marked by indiscipline and atrocities. As 
military expeditions that were also pilgrimages, they had to be open 
to all, sinners as well as saints—especially sinners—and there was no 
system for screening volunteers to identify the unsuitable, who might 
include psychopaths. The popes, who authorized them, lost control 
once the armies were on the march, and the fact that the laymen who 
were entrusted with leadership in the fi eld were volunteers made ad-
equate chains of command hard to establish. The methods employed 
to encourage recruitment heightened emotions in men who could 
then be exposed to tension and alienation for very long periods of 
time. Although it is hard to draw lessons from modern combat 
 psychiatry and apply them to situations hundreds of years ago, it is 
known that volunteers are more likely to commit atrocities than con-
scripts and that over-long exposure to stress is bad for effi ciency and 
discipline. 3  

 Measures assuring greater cohesion and control began to be 
adopted in the thirteenth century. The crusaders bound for the Le-
vant were being transported by sea, which reduced the number of 
noncombatants, since the poor could not afford a maritime passage, 
and forced the planners to think about logistics, which were less 
problematic now that the armies were not encumbered by hordes of 
the unsuitable. The decision of the papacy to raise large sums from 
the taxation of the church, which were then allotted to those leaders 
who were taking the cross, provided a means of subsidizing crusaders 
through their commanders and therefore of making them more ame-
nable, 4  while the introduction from the 1330s onward of crusade 
leagues enabled the states in these alliances to make use of their “reg-
ular” forces (if one can use that term), combining the benefi ts of 
crusading with more professional fi ghting elements. 5  A huge gulf 
separates the scratch forces of the twelfth century from the Christian 
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navy, which fought the battle of Lepanto in 1571, or the armies of the 
Holy League, which were recovering Hungary in the 1680s. 

 There was obviously more to crusading in the central Middle Ages 
than cruelty and indiscipline, but nothing can eradicate from present-
day minds the impression left by those unruly armies. Among the 
descendants of those who perceive themselves to have been damaged 
by them, the Muslims and the Greek Orthodox have developed 
mythistories—to use a word adopted by Dr. Gary Dickson in another 
context—in which memories of genuine injuries have been embroi-
dered, even re-created, long after the events concerned. 6  The percep-
tion most modern Muslims have of the Crusades dates only from the 
end of the nineteenth century, as we shall see. It constituted, in fact, 
a transference onto the past of feelings of alienation engendered by 
imperialism. In the case of the Greeks it was the failure of the West 
to come to the assistance of the rump of the Byzantine empire in 
1453—two and a half centuries after the sack of Constantinople by the 
Fourth Crusade—and resentment building up during the long years 
of subjection to the Ottomans that seem to have fanned the bitterness, 
although it is true that the Greek church had suffered from its refusal 
to reconcile itself with Latin Christianity on papal terms. 

 The modern reactions of the Jews, who have more right than the 
members of any other community to consider themselves to have 
been the innocent victims of the crusaders, are more complex. Po-
groms marked the departure of many of the Crusades to the East in 
the central Middle Ages and the Jews, who memorialized their suf-
ferings in the Ashkenazi liturgy, 7  have naturally been inclined to link 
them to the Holocaust of the 1940s through a chain of terrible events 
extending over eight and a half centuries. 8  In the last thirty years, 
however, a more focused approach has emerged among historians of 
the early persecutions, 9  while those Israelis who are interested in the 
settlements the crusaders established in the East treat them much 
more positively than they did in the past, demonstrating how strongly 
modern priorities are echoed in interpretations of history. The estab-
lishment of the state of Israel on much of the territory occupied by 
the “crusader” kingdom of Jerusalem has led to scholarly and popular 
engagement with the kingdom’s history and institutions. These used 
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to be compared very unfavorably with the achievements of modern 
Zionism, but they are now being portrayed in a better light. Even 
quite minor “crusader” sites in Israel are being developed as tourist 
centers, while Professor Ronnie Ellenblum has traced a progression 

 from the “Jewish” reading of its history, focusing on the slaughter 
of the Rhineland Jewish communities in 1096, to a Zionist read-
ing of the crusades, focusing on seeing them as an inverse prefi g-
uration of the future Zionist movement, and fi nally to a reading 
of the crusades as part of my own country, and to a certain degree, 
as part of my own history. 10  

 On the other hand, leading Christian churchmen in the Western tra-
dition—Catholic and Protestant—are not only ashamed by the fact 
of the Crusades but are also in a state of self-denial. Embarrassed by 
this aspect of their past, they have underplayed its importance in 
their history, while maintaining that it really had very little to do with 
their religion. In a recent lecture the archbishop of Canterbury stated 
that “Most Christians would now say that . . . the crusades . . . were 
serious betrayals of many of the central beliefs of the Christian 
faith.” 11  He was echoed by the professor of the History of the Church 
in Oxford, who asserted that the Crusades constituted “a bizarre 
centuries-long episode in which western Christianity wilfully ignored 
its Master’s principles of love and forgiveness.” 12  Pope John Paul II, 
who never apologized for the Crusades but gave the impression that 
he was doing so, would probably have agreed. The issue I have with 
these leading representatives of the consensus relates not to their 
theology but to their knowledge of history, because underlying their 
opinions is the belief that the crusading movement was an aberra-
tion, a departure from the norm in Christian history. 

 This is wish-fulfi llment, stemming from a desire to reshape the 
past of one’s religion into a more acceptable form. As recently as the 
seventeenth century, and perhaps more recently still, most Chris-
tians—Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant—had in general no prob-
lem with the idea of holy war. From the twelfth century to the seven-
teenth the consensus of the teaching of the Catholic bishops was that 
qualifi ed men had a moral obligation to take the cross. This was re-



INTRODUCTION 5

inforced by the support of a succession of men and women generally 
recognized as saints: Bernard of Clairvaux, Dominic, Louis of France, 
Thomas Aquinas, Bridget of Sweden, Catherine of Siena, John of 
Capistrano, even probably Francis of Assisi. 13  From Urban II in 1095 
to Innocent XI in 1684, pope after pope wrote, or authorized the 
dispatch of, letters in which the faithful were summoned to crusade, 
offered spiritual privileges if they responded and threatened with di-
vine judgment if they did not, and the papacy recognized a new type 
of religious institute in approving of and privileging the military or-
ders. At least six general councils of the church legislated for crusades 
and two of them, the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) and the Second 
Council of Lyons (1274), published the constitutions  Ad liberandam  
and  Pro zelo fi dei , which were among the movement’s defi ning docu-
ments. 14  The early Protestants’ rejection of the papal  magisterium  and 
salvation through works did not prevent them preaching the right of 
Christians to take up arms in their own defense against the Turks, 
and it has been pointed out that Martin Luther’s approach “resem-
bled the Catholic crusade in a number of key respects, notably its 
emphasis on repentance and prayer.” 15  The Huguenot captain Francis 
of La Noue wrote in the early 1580s a proposal for a modifi ed cru-
sade ,  without an indulgence, to recover Constantinople. 16  

 It should also be remembered that no crusade could ever have left 
Europe merely because a pope had authorized it or a general council 
had issued some declaration concerning it. Crusaders were on the 
whole volunteers and this meant that the laity—the less well-off as 
well as kings and nobles; women as well as men—had to respond 
positively to an appeal from the leaders of the church before an army 
of any size could be mustered. Although the number of individuals 
taking the cross at any given time was always a tiny minority of those 
in Western Europe qualifi ed to do so, they often had general, and 
sometimes enthusiastic, support from the rest of the populace. West-
ern Christendom shares responsibility for a movement that was de-
pendent for its very existence on the cooperation of men and women 
from all sections of society. 

 Since crusading was far more embedded in Christian history than 
nearly everyone in the West now wants to believe, one purpose of 
this book is to draw attention to the gulf that has opened up between 
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the historical actuality perceived by specialists in the subject and 
modern convictions. I will try to explain how the Crusades were 
viewed in religious terms by the Christian faithful, how the language 
associated with them was appropriated by Europeans in the age of 
imperialism, and how the nineteenth-century rhetoric, itself a dis-
tortion of reality, was in the twentieth century distorted again both 
in the West and in Islam. 

�

 The author of a tract entitled  The Reality of the New Crusaders War , which 
was written to justify the atrocity of September 11, 2001, gave himself 
the  nom de plume  of “Saladin, Defeater of the Crusaders.” 17  The spec-
tacular events of recent years have inspired several crusade historians 
to provide some explanation of the Salafi st  jihadis ’   perception of cru-
sading and of their employment of the word “crusade” in their pro-
paganda. In my case the starting point was an invitation in 2002 by 
The Old Dominion University, Norfolk, Virginia, to give a lecture on 
the fi rst anniversary of the massacre of so many innocent civilians in 
New York. 18  I used some of the arguments in this book relating to the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries then, and later developed them 
elsewhere, but here they are combined with others and are deployed 
in a more comprehensive attempt to place the Crusades in Christian 
history and to understand the long-term effects in the West and 
among Muslims of the use, and misuse, of crusade ideas and images. 
It will be noticed that I owe a great deal to Elizabeth Siberry, who in 
pioneering works, similar to those of Kenneth Setton on the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, 19  has drawn attention to much of 
the nineteenth-century material 20  and to Werner Ende, Carole Hill-
enbrand, and Emmanuel Sivan, who have revealed the rich sources in 
modern Arabic historiography. 21  But my message is my own. It is that 
we cannot hope to comprehend—and thereby confront—those who 
hate us so much unless we understand how they are thinking; and this 
involves opening our eyes to the actuality—not the imagined real-
ity—of our own past. 



 This book is, with some slight alterations and reorganization, the 
Bampton Lectures in America, which I was honored to give at Co-
lumbia University in October 2007. I cannot end without thanking 
Professor Robert Somerville, the Department of Religion at Colum-
bia, and the Trustees of the Bampton Lectures in America for giving 
me the opportunity to deliver them. 
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 C H A P T E R  O N E 

 Crusades as Christian Holy Wars 

 Crusades were penitential war pilgrimages, fought not only in the 
Levant and throughout the eastern Mediterranean region, but also 
along the Baltic shoreline, in North Africa, the Iberian Peninsula, 
Poland, Hungary and the Balkans, and even within Western Europe. 
They were proclaimed not only against Muslims, but also against pa-
gan Wends, Balts and Lithuanians, shamanist Mongols, Orthodox 
Russians and Greeks, Cathar and Hussite heretics, and those Catho-
lics whom the church deemed to be its enemies. The crusading move-
ment generated holy leagues, which were alliances of front-line pow-
ers, bolstered by crusade privileges, and military orders, the members 
of which sometimes operated out of their own order-states. 

 It is the length of time crusading lasted and its expression in many 
different theaters of war that make it so hard to defi ne. 1  It was adapt-
able and aspects of it changed in response to circumstances and even 
fashion, but certain elements were constant. To crusade meant to en-
gage in a war that was both holy, because it was believed to be waged 
on God’s behalf, and penitential, because those taking part consid-
ered themselves to be performing an act of penance. The war was 
authorized by the pope as vicar of Christ. Most crusaders were lay 
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men and women who made vows, committing themselves to join an 
expedition. When their vows were fulfi lled, or when a campaign was 
considered to have ended, the individuals concerned resumed their 
normal lives. There were also crusaders of another type, the brothers 
(and in some cases sisters) of the military orders—such as the Knights 
Templar, Knights Hospitaller, and Teutonic Knights—who made 
vows of profession and were therefore permanently engaged in the 
defense of Christians and Christendom. The vows, whether specifi c 
and temporary, varying a little from place to place and over time, or 
permanent ones of profession into a military order, were symbolized 
by the wearing of crosses, either on everyday clothes or on religious 
habits. The lay men and women who made them were rewarded with 
indulgences, guarantees that the penitential act in which they were 
engaged would rank in God’s eyes as a fully satisfactory remission of 
the sins that they had committed up to that date. 2  It is against these 
basic features that every manifestation, or pseudomanifestation, of 
the movement must be measured. 

�

 The body of inspired writings that Christians consider to be divine 
revelation is ambivalent when it comes to the use of violence, by 
which I mean physical actions that threaten, whether intentionally or 
as side effects, homicide or injury to the human body. On Mount Si-
nai, Moses received from God the commandment “You shall not kill,” 
but what struck fourth-century Christian theologians was how, in the 
narrative of events on and around Sinai, that commandment was im-
mediately modifi ed. In the book of the Covenant that follows and is 
a gloss upon the Ten Commandments, God was reported demanding 
the death penalty for an inventory of crimes and promising to exter-
minate those peoples who barred the entry of the Israelites into the 
Promised Land. When Moses came down from Sinai with the Tab-
lets of the Law and found his followers worshipping a golden calf, he 
was described authorizing their slaughter. 3  

 It is a mistake to assume that the New Testament unequivocally 
condemns the use of force. Christ did indeed demand of his followers 
love of enemies as well as friends, meekness, gentleness, and nonre-
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sistance. On the other hand, he, like John the Baptist, seemed to ac-
cept the need for soldiers, as when he praised the faith of the centurion 
but did not question his profession. 4  And at the end of the Last Sup-
per, according to St. Luke, he told the apostles: “‘Let him who has no 
sword sell his mantle and buy one. For I tell you that this scripture 
must be fulfi lled in me,  And he was reckoned with transgressors  . . .’ And they 
said, ‘Look, Lord, here are two swords.’ And he said to them, ‘It is 
enough.’” 5  Later in the evening his followers were carrying swords, 
presumably those from the room, and it must have been with one of 
these that St. Peter cut off the ear of the high priest’s servant. 6  Peter 
was rebuked by Christ, but, the war theorists asked, if Christ had been 
opposed to the use of force on principle, what was his leading disciple 
doing walking at his side bearing a sword, even if the purpose was to 
fulfi ll scripture? 7  Other New Testament texts, particularly those relat-
ing to the career of St. Paul, recognized the use of force by the state. 
The ruler in authority “does not bear the sword in vain [wrote Paul]; 
he is the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer.” 8  

 It was in an attempt to resolve the contradictions in scripture that 
the moral theology of violence evolved. Pacifi sm had played some, 
perhaps a signifi cant, part in the early church, although its extent has 
now been questioned. 9  It survived as a minority opinion throughout 
the centuries that followed—we shall see that crusade preachers felt 
the need to answer its root-and-branch objections—but once their 
coreligionists became more numerous and occupied ranks in the 
army, posts in the judiciary involving the imposition of penal sanc-
tions, and the imperial throne itself, Christian thinkers had to face up 
to the issues involved. They found no comfort in distinguishing the 
old dispensation from the new, not only because the new dispensa-
tion was itself ambivalent, but also because if the state of mankind 
and of man’s perception of God had led him to authorize violence in 
one era, the fact that he frowned on much of it in another could not 
in any way prevent him from changing his policy again if conditions 
here on earth merited it. 

 For more than 2,000 years of Western history, violence, whether 
expressed in warfare, armed rebellion, or the employment of force as 
a state sanction, and whether holy or merely licit, has required three 
criteria to be considered legitimate. First, it must not be entered into 
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lightly or for aggrandizement, but only for a legally sound reason, 
which has to be a reactive one. Second, it must be formally declared 
by an authority recognized as having the power to make such a decla-
ration. Third, it must be waged justly. These principles, rooted in the 
law of the Roman Republic, were developed in a Christian context by 
St. Augustine of Hippo, the greatest of the early theoreticians, who 
wrote at the turn of the fourth and fi fth centuries. 10  Augustine de-
fi ned the offense that provided violence with a  just cause  as intolerable 
injury, usually taking the form of aggression or oppression. Since in-
juries disturbed earthly order, which refl ected the divine order, resis-
tance to them was a stern necessity for good men. “It is [Augustine 
wrote] the injustice of the opposing side that lays on the wise man the 
duty to wage wars.” 11  

 He recognized two expressions of  legitimate authority . He followed 
St. Paul in treating all rulers, even pagan ones, as divine ministers, al-
though he saw the Christian Roman emperors especially as represen-
tatives of God, who had put them and the temporal power of the 
empire at the Church’s disposal for its defense. But he also believed 
that God could personally order violence, which would be “without 
doubt just.” 12  On divine authority Abraham had been prepared to 
sacrifi ce Isaac, and Moses had waged war. God, in mandating the use 
of force, acted not out of cruelty but in righteous retribution. 13  Au-
gustine’s fullest treatment of the subject of divinely ordained vio-
lence is to be found in his  Contra Faustum Manichaeum ,   a defense of the 
Old Testament in reply to the Manichees, but he was prepared for 
direct commands from God to be transmitted to men under the new 
dispensation, and he referred to the possibility of them coming in his 
own time in two of his later works. 14  

 He was at his most positive when writing about the  right intention  
required of those who authorized and took part in violence. They had 
to be motivated by love and should only use as much force as neces-
sary. It followed that those responsible for the management of vio-
lence should circumscribe it in such a way that the innocent suffered 
as little as possible. 15  Augustine’s treatment of right intention pro-
vided the foundations for the later doctrine of proportionality. 

 I have given his ideas more clarity than would have been apparent 
to his contemporaries or even perhaps to himself, since they were 
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scattered throughout a vast corpus, written over several decades, and 
were sometimes contradictory. It was not until the eleventh century, 
when the popes turned to learned supporters to justify the use of 
force on the church’s behalf, that citations from Augustine’s works  
 were anthologized in a convenient form with the contradictions 
ironed out. 16  This process brought into focus two premises that un-
derpinned his treatment of violence. The fi rst was an insistence on 
the ultimate authority of a God or Christ who was intimately in-
volved in the affairs of this dimension. It was in his name and in ac-
cordance with his wishes that his ministers authorized the use of 
force, in order to prevent his will being frustrated. The second was 
the conviction that violence was ethically neutral. What was evil in 
war of itself? Augustine had asked. The real evils were not the deaths 
of those who would have died anyway, but the love of violence, cru-
elty, and enmity; it was generally to punish such that good men un-
dertook wars in obedience to God or to some lawful authority. 17  It 
was the intention of the perpetrators, therefore, that provided force 
with a moral dimension—bad in many cases, but good in some—and 
this led Augustine to develop a theory of just persecution that was to 
haunt Christian history up until the nineteenth century. 18  

�

 The Augustinian tradition seems so alien today because it has been 
displaced by another set of ideas, which reached maturity much more 
recently than we like to think. Modern just war theory presumes, un-
like Augustine, that violence is indeed an evil, but also that disorder 
can be a greater one. The use of force may therefore become a neces-
sity as the lesser of evils when a state or community is faced with a 
situation in which order can only be restored by means of it. In these 
special circumstances it will be condoned by God and participation 
in it will not incur guilt. The origins of this body of thought are to be 
found in the Middle Ages, when theologians and canon lawyers strug-
gled with demands for advice coming from those engaged in confl icts 
that were not covered by any traditional model, 19  but the theory could 
not make headway until a consensus was prepared to abandon the 
Augustinian premises. Catalysts for the jettisoning of the belief that 
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force could be employed on Christ’s behalf were reports in the 1530s 
of atrocities committed by the Spaniards against the indigenous peo-
ples in the New World and the critical reaction to them of Francisco 
de Vitoria, who rejected the notion that violence could be part of any 
divine plan. He and his followers could only justify it by reference to 
the Aristotelian and Thomist idea of “the common good,” the defense 
of which was the prerogative of every community. Christ began to 
withdraw from the fray as just war arguments moved from the fi eld 
of moral theology to that of international law. 20  

 If you had asked most Enlightenment thinkers, for many of whom 
the Crusades were “ces guerres horribles,” 21  how they could justify 
war, they would probably have replied that in some cases the require-
ments of a foreseeable good—the common good—could outweigh 
predictably evil results. The evil they referred to, however, was not 
the violence itself but the suffering that accompanied it. Although 
there was general agreement that the use of force nearly always had 
unpleasant consequences and great interest was expressed in the 
measures that might be taken to ameliorate them, there seems to 
have been no serious intellectual challenge to the consensus that vio-
lence was morally neutral. 22  No one seems to have taken the second 
step necessary for the full emergence of modern just war theory, the 
borrowing from pacifi sm of the conviction that violence is intrinsi-
cally evil. The topic still needs research, but I suspect that this very 
important shift in thought was an achievement of a popular and 
widespread peace movement that swept Europe and America after 
the Napoleonic Wars. 

�

 Holy war, of which there are many examples in Christian history, may 
be defi ned as being considered to be authorized directly or indirectly 
by God (or Christ) and as being fought to further what are believed 
to be his intentions. 23  Crusades were particularly theatrical manifes-
tations of it, but, although the reasons for them could not in the eyes 
of contemporaries have been more weighty, since they involved the 
removal of impediments to God’s wishes for humankind, they were 
still expected to be subject to the same criteria of just cause, legiti-
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mate authority, and right intention as should be all expressions of 
Christian violence. In a sermon preached to the brothers of a military 
order early in the thirteenth century, the preacher James of Vitry 
summarized the fi rst of these criteria as the repelling of violence or 
injury and the imposition of justice on wrongdoers. 24  In other words, 
the Crusades, like all Christian wars, had to be reactive; they could 
never, for example, be wars of conversion, although popes and preach-
ers sometimes sailed close to the wind in their anxiety to gain recruits 
for campaigns in support of missions in the Baltic region, where the 
traditions were muscular, and crusaders elsewhere could be very ig-
norant of canon law. 25  Even crusading wars against heretics were jus-
tifi ed as reactive ones, since the heretics had chosen to rebel against 
Christ’s establishment of the church as the custodian of truths that 
they had once recognized. 26  

 The cause for a crusade was a particularly important matter, be-
cause a war of this kind was fought primarily not by those performing 
feudal service or by conscripts (although there were often conscripts 
in the armies), but by volunteers. Crusaders were such by virtue of 
the vows they had made, as we have seen, and in canon law a vow had 
to be a voluntary act. 27  When, therefore, a pope proclaimed a crusade, 
this could be no more than an appeal to men and women to join an 
expedition of their own free will. He might threaten them with hell-
fi re, but he could not force them to make vows, or punish them if they 
did not, and there were occasions when efforts at recruitment failed. 
A convincing case was therefore essential. When in the early 1270s 
the Dominican preacher Humbert of Romans set out to answer what 
appeared to him to be seven kinds of objection put forward by critics 
of the Crusades to the East, four related to the cause and illustrate 
that the concerns of his audiences were not too different from those 
we would come across today. Some people were arguing that “it is not 
in accordance with the Christian religion to shed blood in this way, 
even that of wicked infi dels.” Others were anxious about preemption, 
since “although we have a duty to defend ourselves against the Mus-
lims when they attack us, it does not seem that we ought to attack 
their lands or their persons when they leave us in peace; and it does 
not seem that this can be done without committing an injury.” Con-
cern was also being expressed at the disparity between the numbers 
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of Christians and Muslims involved, at the alien nature of the ground 
on which the crusaders would have to fi ght, and about the climate 
and the food available to them, so that “it looks as though we are put-
ting God to the test.” There were doubts whether there was any point 
in sending expeditions to the Levant, particularly as it was diffi cult to 
get Europeans to colonize any lands that were conquered. 28  To Hum-
bert’s list could be added the storms of protest whipped up by the 
supporters of crusading in other theaters of war, convinced that their 
causes were the most pressing, that greeted any decision by the pa-
pacy to concentrate resources on a particular front. 29  

 So the case for each expedition had to be a good one and a feature 
of papal general letters was the care taken in arguing it as cogently as 
possible. Expeditions to the Levant, North Africa, or the Iberian 
Peninsula could be justifi ed as responses to present Muslim aggres-
sion or as rightful attempts to recover Christian territory which had 
been injuriously seized in the past. The need to recover and hold Je-
rusalem, containing the two most sacred locations in Christendom, 
the Holy Sepulchre and Calvary, was a powerful incentive. As the 
preacher John of Abbeville put it in c. 1217, quoting from Scripture 
the words  Our inheritance has turned over to strangers, our homes to aliens , “the 
Land of Promise is our  inheritance  and the place where Christ was bur-
ied and suffered is our  home . And this inheritance is given into the 
hands of the gentiles. . . . Now our holy inheritance is seized; the holy 
places are profaned; the holy cross is made a captive.” 30  

 The goal of Jerusalem was also used to reinforce the case for cru-
sades in the Iberian Peninsula, because many Spaniards had convinced 
themselves that the best route to the Holy Land was by way of Spain 
and North Africa. 31  Campaigns along the Baltic were portrayed, some-
times rather spuriously, as reactions to the threat to Christian settle-
ments posed by the pagan Balts and Lithuanians. 32  Wars against her-
etics and political opponents of the papacy were launched to counter 
an internal and active menace to the unity of Christendom or the se-
curity of the church. 33  Peter the Venerable, the infl uential abbot of 
Cluny, argued that violence against fellow Christians was even more 
justifi able than the use of force against infi dels: “Whom is it better for 
you and yours to fi ght, the pagan who does not know God or the 
Christian who, confessing him in words, battles against him in deeds? 
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Whom is it better to proceed against, the man who is ignorant and 
blasphemous or the man who knows the truth and is aggressive?” 34  

 The authority legitimizing crusades, which were often euphemis-
tically called his “business” ( negotium Christi ), was believed to be Christ 
himself. It was this, of course, that made them holy wars. As the vicar 
of Christ and also, as Pope Innocent IV put it, the heir of the Roman 
emperors, 35  the pope was responsible for their public proclamation. 
Although the necessity for papal authorization was not widely recog-
nized until the 1140s and the concept of the vicariate of Christ did 
not become prominent until about the same time, 36  the fi rst crusaders 
were already certain that Pope Urban II had summoned them to war 
on Christ’s behalf. Before his departure for the East in 1096, Count 
Robert II of Flanders claimed to be “responding to a divine com-
mand published by the authority of the apostolic see.” 37  Writing to 
Urban from Syria in 1098, the crusade leaders referred to the pope as 
“you who originated this journey and by your speeches made us all 
leave our lands and whatever was in them and ordered us to follow 
Christ carrying our crosses”; they asked him to “fulfi l what you have 
encouraged us to do” and complete “the journey of Jesus Christ be-
gun by us and preached by you” and “the war which is your own.” 38  

 The success of the First Crusade reinforced the belief that the 
pope’s proclamation had been divinely inspired. Those who took part 
and those who remained at home became convinced that the only 
explanation for the victorious progress of an army so short of provi-
sions and material, and so weighed down by noncombatants, was that 
God had intervened. 39  Commentators dwelt on the crusade’s miracu-
lous nature and the unique way its course had demonstrated divine 
approval: “Apart from the mystery of the healing cross, what more 
marvellous deed has there been since the creation of the world than 
that which was achieved in modern times in this journey of  Jerosolimi-
tani ?” 40  The reports of Urban’s proclamation of war at Clermont in 
November 1095, written after the triumphant seizure of Jerusalem 
nearly four years later, were full of references to Christ’s personal 
authority. 

 It ought to be a beautiful ideal for you to die for Christ in that 
city where Christ died for you, but if it should happen that you 
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should die here, you may be sure that it will be as if you had died 
on the way, provided, that is, Christ fi nds you in his company of 
knights. . . . You ought to fi ght for such an emperor, who is all 
powerful and who lacks none of the rewards with which to repay 
you. 41  

 The portrayal of an endangered Christ personally calling on men 
to hurry to his aid became a powerful theme in crusade preaching. In 
a sermon delivered in Basel on May 3, 1200, Abbot Martin of Pairis 
entrusted Christ’s person to the crusaders: “And so, strong warriors, 
run to Christ’s aid today, enlist in the knighthood of Christ, hasten to 
band yourselves together in companies sure of success. It is to you 
today that I commit Christ’s cause, it is into your hands that I give 
over, so to speak, Christ himself, so that you may strive to restore him 
to his inheritance, from which he has been cruelly expelled.” 42  A few 
years later Pope Innocent III drew attention in a characteristically 
blunt manner to the consequences of failing to help Christ when he 
needed assistance: 

 Because at this time there is a more compelling urgency than 
there has ever been before to help the Holy Land in her great 
need and because we hope that the aid sent to her will be greater 
than that which has ever reached her before, listen when, again 
taking up the old cry, we cry to you. We cry on behalf of him who 
when dying cried  with a loud voice  on the cross, becoming  obedient  to 
God the father  unto death on a cross , crying out so that he might 
snatch us from the crucifi xion of eternal death. . . . He has granted 
[men] an opportunity to win salvation, nay more, a means of sal-
vation, so that those who fi ght faithfully for him will be crowned 
in happiness by him, but those who refuse to pay him the ser-
vant’s service they owe him in a crisis of such great urgency will 
justly deserve to suffer a sentence of damnation on the Last Day 
of Severe Judgement. 43  

 At the time of the First Crusade, Christ could be portrayed as a 
father summoning his children to his aid in a vendetta to recover 
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property that had been wrongfully taken from him: “I address fathers 
and sons and brothers and nephews. If an outsider were to strike one 
of you down would you not avenge your blood-relation? How much 
more ought you to avenge your God, your father, your brother, whom 
you see reproached, banished from his estates, crucifi ed!” 44  As the 
twelfth century progressed this image was overtaken by that of Christ 
as a king or feudal lord calling for service from his subjects or vassals. 
This featured in papal general letters 45  and was echoed by preachers 
like James of Vitry: 

 The Lord really has been affl icted by the loss of his patrimony. He 
wishes to test his friends and to see whether his vassals are faith-
ful. If anyone holds a fi ef of a liege-lord and deserts him when he 
is attacked and loses his inheritance, that vassal should rightly be 
deprived of his fi ef. You hold your body, your soul, and everything 
you have from the highest emperor. Today he has had you sum-
moned to hurry to his aid in battle. 46  

 Crusaders were, therefore, soldiers called upon to take to the fi eld 
on Christ’s behalf, although we shall see later that they were expected 
to achieve more for themselves than armed service. James of Vitry 
assured his listeners that the bearing of arms was something God of-
ten required: 

 On this matter Augustine wrote, “Do not think that anyone 
who serves in warlike arms cannot please God; among these was 
holy David, among these was that centurion who said in the gos-
pel of Luke,  Lord I am not worthy to have you come under my roof. I have 
soldiers under me  (Matt. 8:8–9 or Luke 7:6–8).   The Lord pointed 
to him as a witness, because he had not found such great faith in 
Israel. So when you are armed for battle, fi rst remember this, 
that your strength, your physical strength itself, is a gift from 
God.” 47  

 The notion of military service was familiar to European knights, 
of course, and it tended to be theatrically and ostentatiously ex-
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pressed. John of Ibelin, count of Jaffa, arrived in Egypt to join the 
crusade of King Louis IX of France 

 most nobly of all, for his galley came painted below the waterline 
and above with escutcheons of his arms. . . . He had at least 300 
oarsmen in his galley and by each bench there was a shield upon 
which were his arms; and to each shield there was attached a pen-
non on which were his arms beaten in gold. And as he approached 
it seemed as though his galley fl ew as the oarsmen drove it for-
ward and it seemed as if lightning were falling from the skies at 
the sound made by the pennons and by cymbals, drums and Sara-
cen horns. 48  

 Display was a feature of chivalric society against which churchmen 
fought hard. The popes made clear their disapproval of luxury and 
extravagance, and they could not resist addressing enthusiasts in de-
fl ating terms, such as those Innocent III directed at Duke Leopold 
VI of Austria: 

 There is much more merit in the gibbet of Christ’s cross than in 
the little sign of yours. . . . For you accept a soft and gentle cross; 
he suffered one that was bitter and hard. You bear it superfi cially 
on your clothing; he endured his in the reality of his fl esh. You 
sew yours on with linen or silk threads; he was fastened to his 
with hard, iron nails. 49  

 There was obviously a connection between crusading and chivalric 
culture, which appeared on the scene at about the same time and 
grew to maturity alongside the Crusades. The knights who were most 
admired in chivalric society were often enthusiastic crusaders. Philip 
Daubeny, buried in 1236 by the south door of the church of the Holy 
Sepulchre, which had only recently been restored to Latin Christian 
control, was considered in England to be a paragon of chivalry. 50  He 
had been appointed “ magister et eruditor ” to the young King Henry III. 
He had been administrator, diplomat, and fi eld commander in En-
gland, Gascony, and the Channel Islands. He was rich, loyal, honest, 
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able, and above all, he was committed to the cause of the Holy Land. 
The son of a man who had died on the Third Crusade, he himself 
took the cross three times. According to the chronicler Matthew 
Paris, who did not generally hold crusaders in esteem, “he deserved 
burial in the Holy Land, which he had long desired during his life.” 51  
But chivalry, an essentially nonreligious movement that, perhaps sub-
consciously, parodied religion, coexisted rather uneasily with crusad-
ing. 52  The pomp, the banners, and the coats-of-arms displayed on 
campaign were trappings, which may have helped to make the real-
ity—the dust, mud, violence, starvation, disease, and death—easier to 
bear, but could never displace the elements at the heart of the crusade 
ethos that truly defi ned it. These included a particular interpretation 
of right intention, the third of the principles constraining Christian 
violence. 

 We have seen that for Augustine of Hippo right intention mani-
fested itself in love. Crusaders were supposed, therefore, to be moti-
vated by Christian charity, although the preachers who recruited 
them tended to stress love of God and of brothers and sisters in the 
faith, and for understandable reasons avoided the issue of love of en-
emies. 53  Love was meant to feature especially in the lives and actions 
of the brothers of the military orders, the fi rst of which, the Knights 
Templar, had been founded in 1120. Pope Innocent II wrote to them 
a few years later: “Like true Israelites and warriors most versed in 
holy battle, on fi re with the fl ame of true love, you carry out in your 
deeds the words of the Gospel, in which it is said  Greater love has no man 
than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends  (John 15:13).” 54  

 The relationship between love and violence has never been an easy 
one, whatever Augustine of Hippo believed, and it is clear that the 
transformation of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem into a mili-
tary order was a traumatic process. 55  The order had originated as an 
entirely pacifi c institution: the brothers had been inspired to serve 
the poor and had made their ideal a reality by ministering to pilgrims 
when they were sick and burying them when they died. It took the 
fi rst steps toward militarization as early as the 1120s, but differences 
within the community in Jerusalem surfaced in 1169, when it was 
nearly bankrupted by expensive long-term military commitments 
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and the master resigned. 56  Most of the brothers, appalled at what they 
considered to be needless expenditure, insisted, with the support of 
Pope Alexander III, that frontier castles should not be acquired and 
important agreements should not be entered into without the con-
sent of chapter, but there was more to their concern than fi nance. 57  
Factions within the central convent had still not been reconciled a 
decade later, when their opinions were refl ected in two papal letters 
that, as was so often the case, were echoing opinions that had been 
transmitted to the apostolic see by the parties concerned. In the fi rst, 
Alexander stated that the Hospitallers’ prime obligation was to care 
for the poor and that they should not be diverted into military enter-
prises except on very special occasions. The hospital, he added, had 
been instituted for the reception and refection of the poor and it 
should concentrate on those duties, “especially as it is believed that 
the poor are better defended by showing them love and mercy than 
by force of arms.” 58  At almost the same time, however, his curia reis-
sued one of the order’s most important early privileges, in which pas-
sages borrowed from an earlier charter for the Templars and describ-
ing a military function were interpolated. This hybrid letter formally 
legitimated the order’s military role for the fi rst time. 59  

 The Hospitaller leadership responded to the crisis by stressing 
that the warfare in which their order was engaged had a symbiotic 
relationship to the care of the sick poor. A statute of 1181 decreed that 
their battle standard, which was already doubling as the funeral pall 
of deceased brothers, was also to cover the biers of poor pilgrims who 
had died in their hospital. 60  Another statute of 1182, which contained 
the fi rst overt reference in Hospitaller legislation to a military wing 
and must have been very carefully worded, blandly associated fi ghting 
with acts of mercy: “These are the special charities established in the 
Hospital, apart from the brothers-at-arms, which the House ought to 
support honourably, and many other charities which cannot be indi-
vidually detailed.” 61  

 The same concern to associate military activities with nursing 
ones may have given rise to a practice that a German visitor to Jeru-
salem in the 1180s described. The brother knights, in order to dem-
onstrate that what they had belonged to the sick, had to surrender 
their warhorses if, in the opinion of the surgeons in the order’s mo-
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bile fi eld hospital, there were not enough animals available to move 
the injured in the aftermath of battle. 62  

 The dispute in the Hospitaller central convent had not been about 
the morality of warfare, but it had shown that it was not easy to per-
suade members of a religious institute to engage at the same time in 
two disparate activities, although it is signifi cant that the solution 
found was not to abandon one of them, but to link them more closely 
together. 

�

 For churchmen—and indeed for most laymen, however they might 
behave—to crusade was to engage in a serious business, dangerous, 
debilitating, and impoverishing, and one that was, as I will describe 
in the next chapter, primarily a penitential exercise. It was also to en-
ter for a divine examination. The idea of the summons to take the 
cross as God’s own test of an individual put it on a different plane 
from those feats of knightly endurance in fi ction that appealed so 
much to contemporaries. However, when it was fi rst proposed by 
Bernard of Clairvaux in the 1140s it was presented as providing an 
occasion for celebration. 

 [God] puts himself into a position of necessity, or pretends to be 
in one, so that he can award those fi ghting for him wages: the re-
mission of their sins and everlasting glory. It is because of this 
that I have called you a blessed generation, you who have been 
caught up in a time so rich in remission and are found living in 
this year so pleasing to the Lord, truly a year of jubilee. 63  

 After the disasters that struck in 1187, when Jerusalem and much of 
the Holy Land was lost to the Muslims, the tone of churchmen be-
came much more minatory. 

 The Lord, indeed, could save [the Holy Land] by his will alone, 
but it is not for us to ask why he has acted thus. For perhaps the 
Lord has wished to fi nd out and bring to the notice of others 
whether there is anyone who has knowledge of him or is seeking 
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after him and might joyfully embrace the chance of penitence 
offered to him and in laying down his life for his brothers may be 
killed in a brief moment and gain eternal life. 64  

 The portrayal of the crusade as a test was closely associated with 
the conviction, inspired by Old Testament examples, that success or 
failure was to be attributed less to the crusaders than to the divine 
will. Writing to King Alfonso VIII of Castile after the great victory 
over the Almohads at Las Navas de Tolosa in 1212, Innocent III re-
minded him that he should humbly confess 

 that it was not your highness’s hands but the Lord who has done 
all these things. . . . For that victory took place without doubt not 
by human but by divine agency; and the sword of God, not of 
man . . . destroyed the enemies of the cross. . . . So do not walk 
proudly because those who work wickedness have fallen there, 
but give glory and honour to the Lord, saying humbly with the 
prophet  the zeal of the Lord of Hosts  has done  this . 65  

 Three and a half centuries later a humble surrender to God’s will 
was supposed to account for the unity that prevailed in the Christian 
fl eet before the victory at Lepanto in 1571: “Without for a moment 
giving heed or thought to death they prepared to fi ght for Jesus 
Christ, to such an extent that suddenly one saw a mighty mystery and 
a miraculous demonstration of God’s supreme power.” 66  

 It followed that when little was achieved or when disaster struck, 
the instruments at God’s disposal had proved themselves to be un-
worthy of him. “The Lord seems to have been provoked by our sins. 
. . . He has not spared his people, not even his own name.” 67  Crusaders 
all too often found themselves both heroes and villains: lauded when 
they took the cross, but subject to excoriation if they were considered 
to have failed. 68  And since failure was a judgment on the whole of 
Christian society, concern was regularly expressed about the spiritual 
health not only of those on crusade, but also of the faithful in general. 
The belief that any chance of extraliminal victory could be vitiated by 
corruption or divisions at home, so that only when society was unde-
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fi led and was practicing uniformly true religion could a war on its be-
half be successful, was being widely expressed following the catastro-
phe of 1187. “It is incumbent upon all of us [wrote Pope Gregory 
VIII] to consider and to choose to amend our sins by voluntary chas-
tizement and to turn to the Lord our God with penance and works of 
piety; and we should fi rst amend in ourselves what we have done 
wrong and then turn our attention to the treachery and malice of the 
enemy.” 69  

 It was no coincidence, therefore, that the loss of Jerusalem in 1187 
was a prelude to a series of crusades launched inward against deviants 
within Christendom. 70  The fact is that holy war, whatever the reli-
gion involved, has the tendency to turn in on the society that has bred 
it. In the twelfth-century Near East there was a movement for moral 
rearmament, associated with a  jihad  that was being waged against the 
crusaders, as we will see later. This came to prominence under Nur 
ad-Din, the ruler of Damascus and Egypt, and was marked by the 
building of  madrasas  and the suppression of heresies, particularly 
Shi‘ism. 71  In nineteenth-century Java, Dipanagra, the leader of a reli-
gious revolt against all foreigners and unbelievers that, after a short 
purifying period of violence, ought to have culminated in his rule as 
the millenarian “just king,” wanted to impose strict confessional uni-
formity. 72  The twentieth-century Vietnamese Hoa Hao sect, which 
had inherited radical millenarian warlike Buddhism and fl ourished 
among the peasants in the Mekong Delta, pursued the same goal, as 
do the twenty-fi rst-century Salafi st  jihadis . 73  A historian who has stud-
ied various millenarian anticolonial movements—in Java, New Zea-
land, India, German East Africa, and Burma—has concluded that in 
all of them there was the desire to purge alien groups from within 
their own societies. 74  

 Crusading was not generally millenarian, but it was typical of holy 
warfare in that introspection increased in relation to failure abroad. 
One reaction was to accuse men perceived to be the opponents of the 
church of undermining the movement, as when Innocent III pro-
claimed a crusade in 1199 against Markward of Anweiler, the Staufen 
representative in Sicily: “We concede to all who fi ght the violence of 
Markward and his army the same remission of sins which we grant to 
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all who arm themselves to fi ght the perfi dy of the Muslims in defence 
of the eastern province, since aid to the Holy Land is hindered 
through his actions.” 75  

 Associated with this was the need felt to eliminate nonconformity, 
which manifested itself in a drive to impose uniformity on Western 
society, which was already remarkably monocultural. When calling 
for a crusade against the heretical Cathars in 1208, in language re-
plete with the imagery of uncleanliness and disease, Innocent sum-
moned the “knights of Christ . . . to wipe out the treachery of heresy 
and its followers by attacking the heretics with a strong hand and an 
outstretched arm, that much more confi dently than you would attack 
the Muslims because [the heretics] are worse than them.” 76  This was 
obviously not the fi rst occasion on which force had been used against 
the popes’ political enemies or authorized against heretics, but within 
forty years men who had taken the cross for the East were fi nding 
themselves being pressured to commute their vows in favor of inter-
nal police actions, and this redirection against enemies within Chris-
tendom of armies originally engaged to confront external threats was 
a novelty. 77  

 It may well be that the earliest example of introspective violence 
associated with crusading was the persecution of Jewish communities 
in Western Europe by departing crusaders in 1096. Although there 
were outbreaks of violent anti-Judaism in France and in Eastern Eu-
rope, the worst atrocities occurred in the Rhineland, where the Jew-
ish community at Mainz, one of the largest in Europe, was deci-
mated. 78  Thereafter, for more than a century, the preaching of every 
major crusade to the East generated anti-Jewish pogroms somewhere 
in the West, and it is not surprising that Jewish leaders became very 
nervous when crusades were in preparation. The irony was that the 
Jews were members of the only offi cially protected non-Christian 
community in Western society. The bewildering language of leading 
churchmen, 79  who expressed their abhorrence of them, often in emo-
tive terms, while at the same time ring-fencing them in a way denied 
to heretics, so confused the faithful that the bishops often found 
themselves in the situation of shepherds trailing after fl ocks that had 
run amok, because the pressure to extend introspective violence to all 
non-Catholic communities was coming from below. I am now in-
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clined to think that, in the context of the calls to cleanse and purify 
the Christian sanctuaries in Palestine that permeate the sources, the 
baptisms that were being forced on the Jews in 1096 had the aim of 
creating a uniformly Christian society by eliminating their religion. 
The writer Ekkehard of Aura reported that the intention of the per-
secutors was to wipe out the Jewish communities or compel them to 
enter the church, and there are other references to the abomination 
of allowing these aliens to coexist with Christians within Western 
Europe. 80  

�

 Nearly everything about the Crusades I have described so far, includ-
ing the tendency to turn on those perceived to be deviants at home, 
could have been present at least theoretically in other forms of Chris-
tian holy warfare, although nowhere else were the ideas relating to 
warfare itself expressed as coherently or attractively to so many con-
temporaries. But there were exceptions to the norms of holy warfare, 
and two of them—the establishment of the military orders and the 
insistence that the crusaders take vows—were expressions of a char-
acteristic of crusading that made it very nearly unique, the fact that it 
involved the waging of penitential warfare. This feature was so im-
portant in defi ning the movement and inspiring recruits that it de-
serves a chapter to itself. 

  





C H A P T E R  T W O 

 Crusades as Christian Penitential Wars 

 In his account of the First Crusade the monk-historian Guibert of 
Nogent, who had not taken part himself, recalled the behavior of a 
knight named Matthew, whose family were vassals of Guibert’s par-
ents. Guibert had heard of the scrupulous care with which Matthew, 
whom he believed had died a martyr, had followed the religious ob-
servances of a pilgrimage. 1  Matthew was exceptional, of course, but all 
crusaders were expected to behave as though they were penitents on 
pilgrimage. A list of regulations, drawn up by Rhinelander, Flemish, 
and English crusaders sailing from Dartmouth on May 23, 1147, in-
cluded decrees against extravagant dress and on the confi nement of 
women to the living quarters; on the keeping of peace; on weekly 
chapters, to be held separately by the clergy and the laity and on gen-
eral meetings should the need for them arise; and on weekly confes-
sion and communion. Each ship in the fl eet was to be treated as a 
parish and was to have its own “parish priest.” 2  

 For at least the fi rst three centuries of the movement, care was 
taken to give all theaters of war pilgrimage credentials. I have already 
pointed out that there was a conviction in the Iberian Peninsula that 
the best route to Jerusalem was through Spain and North Africa. 
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Some crusades against the political enemies of the church in Italy 
were described as pilgrimages on the grounds that Rome, itself a ma-
jor pilgrim center, was threatened or that the way to the Holy Land 
had to be cleared before it could be recovered. 3  Heretics were por-
trayed as not only menacing the church and angering God, but also, 
as we have seen, impeding crusades to the Holy Land by diverting the 
energies and concentration of the faithful elsewhere. 4  In the Baltic 
region the fi ction was maintained in the thirteenth century that the 
territory around Riga was the patrimony of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
to be treated with the same reverence as was the patrimony of Christ 
in Palestine. 5  

 When not in armor crusaders were supposed to dress simply as 
pilgrims. A sculpture that once stood in the cloister of the priory of 
Belval in Lorraine portrays Count Hugh I of Vaudémont, who ac-
companied King Louis VII of France to the East in 1147, wearing 
simple traveling garments, although his staff and purse—the symbols 
of pilgrimage—and the cross sewn on the front of his cloak show him 
to have been a crusader. 6  In 1099, after the liberation of Jerusalem, 
the survivors of the First Crusade apparently threw most of their 
weapons and armor away and returned to Europe carrying only the 
palm fronds they had collected, as evidence that they had completed 
their pilgrimage. 7  One of them, Count Rotrou of Mortagne, depos-
ited his palms, which clearly had great emotional signifi cance, on the 
altar in his family’s foundation, the abbey of Nogent-le-Rotrou. 8  

 As late as the twelfth century a spectrum of opinion ranged from 
doubts, expressed by what was now a small minority, as to whether sin 
could be avoided in acts of war to the conviction that participation in 
altruistic violence could be virtuous and that resulting death could 
even lead to martyrdom. 9  The vision of warrior-martyrs in a holy war 
predated crusading, and was therefore not a defi ning characteristic, 
but from 1096 onward it featured prominently in crusade propa-
ganda and popular belief. 10  John of Joinville felt passionately that 
King Louis IX of France, whom he had accompanied to the East in 
1248, should have been canonized not as a confessor but as a martyr, 
because of his death before Tunis in 1270. 11  Louis himself and Charles 
of Anjou believed that their brother Robert of Artois had died a 
martyr’s death in the battle of Mansurah in 1250. 12  It was, of course, 
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one thing for the public to hold to the dubious proposition that war-
riors, whose internal dispositions in the heat of battle could not be 
gauged, should be ranked with those who died passively for the faith, 
and quite another for the church to include them in its calendars of 
saints. It never did so, but the need even senior churchmen felt to 
temporize when confronted by the convictions of the laity is illus-
trated by two sermons commemorating the deaths of Robert of Ar-
tois and his companions, probably preached in Acre by Eudes of Châ-
teauroux, the papal legate, on the fi rst anniversary of the battle. In 
one, which appears to have been delivered to an audience of French 
lay nobles who had fought at Mansurah, including perhaps King 
Louis himself, Eudes did refer to the dead as martyrs, although he 
pointed out that “there are different kinds of martyrdom” and al-
lowed himself a way out of his predicament by asking God’s forgive-
ness for those “who, prevented by fear of suffering, did not perhaps 
accept death in the state of devotion in which they ought to have 
been.” In the other sermon, probably delivered before the clergy, 
there is no reference to martyrdom at all. 13  

 The church faced no such problems with the concept of peniten-
tial warfare. It was not called upon to declare that a fi ghter who died 
on crusade was in heaven, because no one but God and perhaps the 
individual concerned could be sure that all the conditions for a satis-
factory penance had been fulfi lled. 14  The idea of fi ghting “for the re-
mission of sins” was probably unprecedented in the early 1080s, 
when it had come to feature in the language of Pope Gregory VII and 
his supporters, who apparently believed that personal engagement in 
just warfare was so meritorious that the danger involved could be 
treated as a penance. 15  It would never have been easy to justify the in-
fl icting of pain and loss of life on others, with the consequential dis-
tortion of the perpetrator’s internal dispositions, as a penance simply 
because the penitent was exposing himself to danger—however un-
pleasant the experience might have been for him—and Gregory’s op-
ponents were predictably critical. 16  When Pope Urban II preached 
the First Crusade ten years later, however, he gave the idea a context 
in which it could be presented more convincingly, because he associ-
ated the forthcoming military campaign with the most charismatic of 
all traditional penances, the pilgrimage to Jerusalem. As penitential 
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events, pilgrimages were “effectively satisfactory,” according to the 
preacher Gilbert of Tournai, “because just as a man has used all parts 
of his body when he has sinned, so he gives satisfaction by making all 
his members work hard.” 17  With respect to the First Crusade, there-
fore, the dangers of war gave added value to the penitential merit 
gained by a pilgrim. 18  

 It would be hard to exaggerate how revolutionary this was. 19  A 
contemporary exclaimed that: “God has instituted in our time holy 
wars, so that the order of knights and the crowd running in their 
wake . . . might fi nd a new way of gaining salvation.” 20  If the First 
Crusade had failed there can be little doubt that senior churchmen 
would have arisen out of the shadows to condemn it, but with its tri-
umph doubts about penitential warfare evaporated. Contemporaries 
used in relation to the crusade phrases that until then had been cus-
tomarily applied only to monks and the monastic profession—the 
knighthood of Christ, the way of the cross, a journey to the heavenly 
Jerusalem, spiritual warfare 21 —while in monastic commentaries the 
association of war and penance was given coherence and intellectual 
weight. 22  The crusaders, moved by love of God and their neighbor, 
renouncing wives, children, and earthly possessions, and adopting 
temporary poverty and chastity, were described as going into a volun-
tary exile and following the way of the cross—one writer compared 
the liberation of Jerusalem to Joseph of Arimathea taking Christ 
down from the cross. 23  

 It was for this reason that participation in the First Crusade was 
considered to be in some sense an alternative to entry into the reli-
gious life. Contemporaries portrayed the army on the march as a no-
madic abbey, its days and nights punctuated by solemn liturgy, its sol-
diers dedicated to austerity and brotherhood—“just as in the primitive 
church, nearly all things were shared in common” 24 —and enduring a 
religious exile—temporary it is true—that led, as one writer put it, 
“not [to] a military but a monkish life as far as frugality was con-
cerned.” 25  It would be tempting to see this monasticization of war as 
a rationalization of the apparently miraculous triumph of the crusade 
in an age in which the monastic life was a measure against which ev-
erything tended to be set, were it not for the fact that there is evi-
dence that comparisons between monasticism and crusading were 
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being made even before the armies marched. 26  A century and a half 
later, the preacher Humbert of Romans maintained that necessary 
for a crusader were confession, contrition, good counsel, advice from 
the wise, the disposition of house and goods before departure, the 
making of a will, the restitution of goods that were not one’s own and 
reconciliation with adversaries, constancy of purpose, the comfort of 
the saints and the assistance of Christian brothers, abstinence from 
all sin, a speedy penitence from any sin committed through human 
frailty while on the march, zeal in punishing any evil in the army, and 
a preoccupation with the sacred. 27  It is notable how similar many of 
the conditions on this list were to the obligations required of some-
one entering a religious community. 

 It was the belief that crusades were collective acts of penance, re-
payments through self-punishment of the debts owed to God for sin, 
which distinguished them from other holy wars. Whereas most 
Christian holy war demanded the service of God in arms by a devout 
soldier responding passively to divine command, the crusader was 
invited to cooperate actively, because everything depended on his de-
cision to undertake the penance of fi ghting in a campaign in which 
his obligations, at any rate if completed, would constitute for him an 
act of condign self-punishment. It is no exaggeration to say that a 
crusade was for an individual only secondarily about service in arms 
to God or the benefi ting of the church or Christianity; it was primar-
ily about benefi ting himself, since he was engaged in an act of 
self-sanctifi cation. 

 The power of this conception rested in the long term on the way 
it answered the concerns of the faithful. The remission of sins was as 
relevant to survivors as to those facing death, and it was offered to 
members of a society in which it was almost impossible for a layman 
of any substance, bound by responsibilities to kindred, clients, and 
dependants, to avoid serious sin. For hundreds of years Europe re-
mained marked by anxieties about sinfulness and a consequence was 
the attractiveness to many of crusading, which provided the oppor-
tunity to make a fresh start. The continuing appeal of penitential 
warfare is demonstrated by the way it became institutionalized in the 
crusade indulgence, which received its defi nitive formulation around 
1200. 28  
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 According to Humbert of Romans, service to Christ could only be 
truly effective if it was penitential. 29  Preparations for crusades were 
always marked by acts of penitence, as when in 1147 King Louis VII 
of France spent a few hours before his departure among lepers in a 
leper house. 30  Penitential language reached a peak when Western 
Christendom was in a state of shock over the loss of Jerusalem in 
1187. The tone was set by a papal general letter, which proclaimed a 
new crusade as an “opportunity for repentance and doing good.” 31  
Sixty years later a crusader’s desire to leave no one behind with a 
grudge moved King Louis IX of France to establish friar- enquêteurs  to 
collect and judge complaints about his own offi cials, 32  and his com-
panion John of Joinville to summon his seigneurial court to allow the 
airing of any grievances his vassals might have against him. 33  It was 
characteristic in its combination of penitential piety and melodrama 
that when Louis, on crusade for a second time, was dying before Tunis 
he had himself stretched out on a bed of ashes. In the course of his 
last night on earth he was heard to sigh in a deep voice, “O Jerusalem. 
O Jerusalem.” 34  

 The penitential nature of crusading helps to explain why, after the 
often revolting violence, the most characteristic feature of any expe-
dition was how liturgical it was. The fi rst crusaders began each new 
stage of the march barefoot and they fasted before every major en-
gagement. In June 1099 they processed, barefoot and carrying crosses, 
around the city of Jerusalem, which was still in Muslim hands, visiting 
the holy places outside the walls. 35  When in 1219 the siege of Dami-
etta in Egypt was going badly, the clergy proclaimed a three-day fast 
on bread and water and decreed that on every Saturday the army was 
to process barefoot, singing psalms and the litany. 36  Thirty years fur-
ther on, John of Joinville’s ship left the Roche-de-Marseille for Cy-
prus with the priests on board singing the  Veni creator spiritus . 37  Before 
the battle of Lepanto three hundred years later, “priests, and many 
galley-captains as well, went from stern to bow with crucifi xes in 
their hands, exhorting and encouraging everybody . . . to consider 
[Christ] who at that point had descended from heaven to fi ght against 
the enemies of his most holy name.” 38  Penitential liturgy was not con-
fi ned to the armies on campaign. Crusaders knew that while they 
were away a column of prayer would be rising up to heaven from 
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Western Europe, both intercessory, on their behalf, and penitential, 
because, as I have already pointed out, failure in God’s war would re-
sult as much from the faults of men and women on the home front as 
of those of the fi ghters. In 1213 a new element was introduced into 
the rite of the Mass by Pope Innocent III. After the  Pax  all men and 
women were to prostrate themselves on the ground while Psalm 78 
[79]— O God, the heathen have come into thy inheritance —was sung or re-
cited, followed by a prayer for the liberation of the Holy Land. 39  A 
feature of the later Middle Ages was the proliferation of  clamores  and 
votive Masses on behalf of crusading. 40  

 Within a quarter of a century of the First Crusade, professed reli-
gious—the brothers of the military orders—were themselves coming 
to be involved in warfare. Thomas Aquinas was later to justify their 
existence by pointing out that “fi ghting in the service of God is im-
posed on some as a penance, as with those who are enjoined to take 
up arms in aid of the Holy Land.” 41  The military orders were gener-
ated by the same movement to reform the religious life as that which 
gave birth to Cistercians, Carthusians, Premonstratensians, Augus-
tinians, Franciscans, Dominicans, and Carmelites, 42  and the prevail-
ing mood in them was penitential. 43  It is true that the brothers were 
not averse to employing chivalric theater for a purpose. To encourage 
European nobles to serve in its wars against the pagan Lithuanians in 
the fourteenth century, the Teutonic Order stage-managed banquets 
at Königsberg or Marienburg, at which those knights who had shown 
the most  prouesse  on campaign were seated at a table of honor and 
presented with badges by the grand master. 44  But more characteristic 
was the architecture favored by the Knights Hospitaller on Rhodes. 
The austerity of their buildings was occasionally broken by moldings 
over windows or doorways, but the chief decorative feature was pro-
vided by coats-of-arms. Splendor was rejected in favor of a severe, 
almost puritanical, minimalism, identifi ed with nobility and express-
ing itself in prowess and charity. The message seems to have been that 
the brothers were embodiments of the ancient Roman virtues of pi-
ety and nobility, an idea which had already infl uenced the learned 
Hospitaller knight William di Santo Stefano’s treatise on law and his 
order written in the early 1290s. 45  It likewise pervades a little book of 
advice to a nephew, who had also entered the Order of St. John of Je-
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rusalem, composed in the 1540s by another Hospitaller knight, Sabba 
di Castiglione. 46  

�

 The appeal of penitential warfare is illustrated amply in the sermons 
of preachers of the cross. Medieval society, which depended on the 
internal cohesion provided by kindreds and by the nexuses around 
lords, did not take kindly to spontaneity. On the other hand, crusade 
vows, like those on marriage or of profession, were supposed to be 
voluntary. Few marriages among the arms-bearing classes were en-
tered into spontaneously, of course, but when recruiting crusaders, 
the preachers knew that they had to persuade their listeners to com-
mit themselves to enterprises that would disrupt their lives, possibly 
impoverish and even kill or maim them, and inconvenience their 
families, the support of which they would anyway need if they were 
to fulfi ll their promises. So the preachers played on popular concerns 
and used every technique they could muster to create a sense of the-
ater, an ambience in which commitments would be easier to make. 

 It was common practice for a preacher to undertake a tour, follow-
ing the example of the fi rst offi cial recruiter, Pope Urban II, who in 
his sixties embarked on a year-long journey through France—I esti-
mate that he covered about two thousand miles—entering country 
towns, the citizens of which had never seen anyone of such interna-
tional importance in living memory, accompanied by a fl ock of cardi-
nals, archbishops, and bishops, whose riding households must have 
been immense and whose train must have stretched across miles of 
countryside. Crowned with his tiara, the pope rode through the 
streets before dedicating cathedrals and monastic basilicas with all 
the liturgical theater that could be employed. And then he preached 
the cross. 47  Bernard of Clairvaux toured France, Flanders, and the 
Rhineland fi fty years later. 48  In the late 1180s Archbishop Baldwin of 
Canterbury journeyed around Wales accompanied by interpreters, 49  
and Henry of Marcy, the cardinal bishop of Albano, traveled through 
Germany. 50  In 1213 Pope Innocent III set up an elaborate system of 
itinerant recruiters in every diocese, who were to assemble “the peo-
ple of two or three or even more parishes to hear the word of God.” 51  
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Oliver, the scholastic of Cologne, who was one of them, addressed 
audiences of thousands. 52  Innocent himself died while on a preaching 
tour of central Italy in 1216. 53  

 The days on which set-piece public sermons were to be delivered 
were often deliberately chosen. Pope Urban timed his arrival in towns 
to coincide with great patronal feasts: he was at St. Gilles for the feast 
of St. Giles, at Le Puy, the greatest Marian shrine of the time, for the 
feast of the Assumption, and at Poitiers for the feast of St. Hilary. 54  In 
1188, for his most important sermon in Germany, Henry of Marcy 
chose the fourth Sunday in Lent,  Laetare  Sunday, the introit of the 
Mass of which begins, “Rejoice Jerusalem and come together all you 
that love her. Rejoice with joy you who have been in sorrow.” 55  In 1291 
the archbishop of York, employing Dominicans and Franciscans from 
thirteen communities, organized preaching rallies in thirty-seven 
separate locations, to be held simultaneously on September 14, the 
Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross. 56  

 The site was also carefully chosen and was often out of doors to 
achieve maximum effect. Urban II’s proclamation of war was made 
in a fi eld outside Clermont at the end of November; he repeated it, 
again out of doors, on the banks of the Loire in the following March. 57  
Bernard of Clairvaux preached the cross in the open air fi fty years 
later, 58  as did Pope Innocent III seventy years after that. 59  There was 
a liberal use of visual aids. In 1096 the wandering preacher Peter the 
Hermit displayed a letter he claimed had been sent to him from 
heaven. 60  A century and a half later the Master of Hungary, the dema-
gogue who inspired the Crusade of the Shepherds, carried a letter he 
claimed had been given to him by the Blessed Virgin Mary. 61  In 1146 
Bernard of Clairvaux persuaded the king of France, who had taken 
the cross privately, to appear wearing his cross on a dais beside him 
and to stand there as a celebrity recruit listening to his address. 62  It 
was reported in Syria in the 1190s that preachers in Europe stood be-
fore a huge canvas screen on which were painted Muslims on horse-
back desecrating the Holy Sepulchre. 63  

 The day of the set-piece sermon would begin with Mass being 
sung in the presence of as many senior ecclesiastics from the region 
as could be collected together. In Frisia in June 1214, Oliver of Co-
logne assembled abbots and priors from local Cistercian, Premon-



38 CRUSADES AS CHRISTIAN PENITENTIAL WARS

stratensian, and Cluniac communities. 64  Then any papal general let-
ter in which Christians were summoned to crusade would be read in 
translation. This explains the highly emotional words with which so 
many of these letters opened. 

 On hearing with what severe and terrible judgement the land of 
Jerusalem has been smitten by the divine hand, we and our broth-
ers have been confounded by such great horror and affected by 
such great sorrow that we could not easily decide what to do or 
say; over this situation the psalmist laments and says:  O God, the 
heathen have come into thy inheritance . (Ps. 78 [79]) [Pope Gregory 
VIII, October–November 1187]. 65  

 The preacher would then launch into his homily. It was common 
for this to be quite short and to be based at least partly on the general 
letter that had just been read. It would conclude with an  invitatio , in 
which the preacher would implore his listeners to take the cross. In a 
handbook for preachers, written in the 1260s, Humbert of Romans 
provided twenty-nine examples of  invitationes . Here is one: 

 And so it is clear, most beloved, that those who join the army of 
the Lord will be blessed by the Lord. They will have the angels as 
companions and they will receive eternal rewards when they 
die. 66  

 Each of the  invitationes  on Humbert’s list ends with the word  cantus . 
Humbert explained in his introduction that an  invitatio  should be ac-
companied by a hymn. He referred to the  Veni Sancte Spiritus , the  Veni 
Creator , the  Vexilla regis , and the  Salve crux sancta , but he added that the 
preacher could arrange for the singing of any other that he deemed 
to be suitable. 67  As early as 1100 the archbishop of Milan made use of 
a popular song,  Ultreia, ultreia . 68  So as a preacher bellowed out his pas-
sionate appeal a choir would strike up and would presumably con-
tinue singing as men came forward to commit themselves publicly. 

 As each recruit made his vow he was presented with a cloth cross. 
He was supposed to have it attached to his clothes at once and to wear 
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this very visible sign of his commitment until he came home with his 
vow fulfi lled. 69  This aspect of the proceedings needed careful prepa-
ration, because otherwise there would have been confusion; at Véze-
lay in 1146 so great was the enthusiasm that the stock of made-up 
crosses ran out and Bernard of Clairvaux, with typical theatricality, 
had to tear his habit into strips to provide additional ones. 70  In 1463 
Cardinal Bessarion issued the following instruction to preachers: 
“This is how the cross should be fi xed. The attachment should take 
the same form in all . . . places and should be performed as quickly as 
possible. When a sign has been made from red silk or cloth, they 
should attach it to the breast with a pin. Those receiving it may after-
wards sew it fi rmly in place.” 71  

 A number of thirteenth-century model sermons have survived, 
because the homilies of admired preachers provided teaching aids at 
a time when the provision of regular preaching had become a desid-
eratum. They show signs of being honed for wider use, 72  but the fact 
that they were worked up adds to their value, because they reveal the 
themes which in the considered judgment of experienced preachers 
needed to be stressed. I have looked closely at twenty-seven of them, 
composed between 1213 and 1283. 73  They were written by very distin-
guished churchmen. James of Vitry, John of Abbeville, and Eudes of 
Châteauroux ended up as cardinals and papal legates. Humbert of 
Romans, who was master general of the Dominicans, and Gilbert of 
Tournai, who was regent master of the Franciscan house in Paris, 
were leading mendicants. Philip the Chancellor was a well-known 
theologian and Roger of Salisbury was a bishop. I have supplemented 
the evidence provided by the sermons with the material in Humbert’s 
own treatises of advice on the preaching of the cross. 74  

 The present archbishop of Canterbury has recently asserted that 
“there is a good deal of reservation [relating to the employment of 
force] in Christian tradition.” 75  But it is certain that if the idea of 
fi ghting as a penance—a far more radical idea than that of warfare in 
the service of God, as we have seen—had worried audiences in the 
thirteenth century, the preachers would have justifi ed it at length. 
Nowhere in the material can one fi nd any attempt to do so. Peniten-
tial warfare was not brushed under the carpet; on the contrary, the 
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preachers reveled in it. For them, a crusade was a superlative kind of 
pilgrimage precisely because of the severity of the penance involved. 

 There is a pilgrimage which is excellent beyond others, namely 
that of the crusaders, which surpasses other Christian pilgrim-
ages in many ways. For other pilgrimages are made on account of 
some saint, but this one is made especially on account of the saint 
of saints, namely Christ. On others people expose themselves to 
intensive labour, but on this one they expose themselves to death, 
and this occurs in many instances. Men quickly return from oth-
ers to their home and fatherland, but on this one they travel far 
on a long pilgrimage. By this pilgrimage the common good of 
Christianity is assisted; by the others only personal well-being. 
Other pilgrims are not given an indulgence, but these ones are 
given a plenary indulgence of their sins. In these pilgrims the ex-
ample of Christ, who went to Calvary carrying his own cross, 
shines forth clearly. So these pilgrims, following Christ, carry his 
cross, which others do not, as they wear other symbols of pil-
grimage. It must be noted that just as this pilgrimage is of a 
greater standing, so these pilgrims must take greater care to make 
it in a due and worthy manner. 76  

 The tribulations and torments of crusading were stressed over and 
over again: “Those who take the cross deny, that is to say renounce, 
themselves by exposing themselves to mortal danger, leaving behind 
their loved ones, using up their goods, carrying their cross, so that af-
terwards they may be carried to heaven by the cross.” 77  “What greater 
almsgiving can there be than offering oneself and one’s belongings 
to God and risking one’s life for Christ, leaving behind one’s wife, 
children, relations and birthplace for the service of Christ, exposing 
oneself to dangers on land, dangers at sea, dangers from thieves, 
dangers from plunderers, the danger of battle for the love of the 
Crucifi ed?” 78  

 The journey into a perilous and alien environment was portrayed as 
evidence of the love that burned in crusaders, who had emptied their 
hearts through true penitence. 79  “It is a sign that a man loves God, 
when he casts aside the world. It is a sure sign that he burns with love 
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for God and with zeal when for God’s sake he leaves his fatherland, 
possessions, houses, sons and wife to go across the sea in the service 
of Jesus Christ.” 80  Audiences were also reminded of the horrors of 
the sea voyage. “Because of me you [Christ] had your feet fi xed on the 
cross; because of you I have been on a ship amidst a throng of pilgrims 
and was so cramped that I could not stretch out my feet. Because of 
me you once drank spoiled wine on the cross; because of you, I drank 
putrid water swarming with worms for many days on the ship.” 81  

 The Gospel precept  If any man would come after me, let him deny himself 
and take up his cross and follow me  (Matthew 16:24 or Luke 14:27) had been 
associated with the crusade vow by Pope Urban II. 82  For the fi rst 
eighty years of the movement, however, the image of the cross ap-
pears to have been less signifi cant in the words of preachers and the 
minds of crusaders (in so far as one can see into them) than the real-
ity of the Holy Sepulchre. It was around 1200 that cross-centered 
language came into its own and in the thirteenth century it was per-
vasive. For Eudes of Châteauroux, “The cross is the sword with which 
the Lord fought the earthly powers and their followers and up to now 
he has not ceased fi ghting them. . . . And today, who but the knights 
more aptly and more evidently trust that Christ is their lord. They 
follow his call and form his army.” 83  

 More commonly the cross was a badge of penance and a call to 
imitate Christ. To Humbert of Romans it was the sign of man’s re-
demption, which distinguished Christians from Muslims and marked 
the crusader’s dedication to the service of Christ and his commit-
ment to some share in the Passion. “It is just that we wear [Christ’s] 
cross on our shoulders because of him, having it not only in our heart 
through faith and in our mouth through confession, but also in our 
body through the endurance of pain.” 84  Roger of Salisbury developed 
this idea: “We bear the cross when we feel for our neighbours in their 
infi rmities. . . . We bear the cross through the mortifi cation of the 
fl esh. . . . Whoever ascends the [penitential] cross should take care 
not to come down from it.” 85  

 That the cross gave meaning to everything was a refl ection of the 
devotional life of the central Middle Ages, which was characterized 
by an emphasis on the Crucifi xion and by the prevalence of affective 
imagery relating to it, although the loss of the famous relic of the 
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True Cross at the Battle of Hattin in 1187, about which Latin Chris-
tendom became for a time obsessive, and growing Christian pessi-
mism about the recovery of Jerusalem may have contributed as well. 
“The cross [preached James of Vitry] is the last plank of wood for a 
shipwrecked world, the wood of life, the scales of justice, the royal 
sceptre, the diadem of kings, the imperial throne, the shady tree, the 
rod of punishment, the supporting staff, the banner made red by the 
blood of Christ, by the sight of which we are encouraged to fi ght.” 86  
It was a public manifestation of the crusader’s inner conversion. 87  

 An example of how widely the crusade had come to be seen as a 
model penitential exercise is a Lenten sermon preached on March 
28, 1283, to an English community of Benedictine nuns at Elstow, 
near Bedford. The preacher was probably a Dominican. His audience 
would, of course, never become crusaders, but he used crusade imag-
ery, particularly that relating to the cross, to develop the theme that 
those who “assumed the cross of penitence” during Lent were them-
selves true pilgrims, seeking the heavenly kingdom and eternal life 
with God. 88  

 The fact that crusade preachers made the penitential miseries of a 
crusade an inspiration to recruitment is one reason among many for 
doubting whether material considerations played much of a part in 
the motivation of crusaders, at least for expeditions to the East. There 
is some truth in the association of crusading, taken as a whole, with 
what might rather anachronistically be called proto-colonialism. The 
preservation in Christian hands of the kingdom of Jerusalem and the 
other Levantine settlements had required the exploitation of land 
and of commerce by colonists and traders. 89  By-products of the cru-
sading movement, such as the Venetian Crete and Genoese Chios, 
fi tted into a classic colonial mold. 90  The occupation of the Baltic sea-
board by German, Danish, and Swedish crusaders had colonial fea-
tures 91  and associations with early imperialism are also to be found in 
the journeys of exploration patronized by the Portuguese and Castil-
ian kings two hundred years later. The knights of some semisecular-
ized Iberian military orders, particularly those of Santiago and Christ, 
played major roles in the management of the Portuguese empire. 92  
But whether these examples provide fi rm enough foundations for the 
generalizations that have been built upon them is open to question, 
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particularly as no economic history of crusading or judgment on its 
economic effects has ever been written. 93  

 The vast majority of crusaders to the East would anyway have con-
sidered the prospect of material gain to have been ridiculous. The 
campaigns were dangerous: recent studies of the First and Fifth Cru-
sades estimate a death rate among the nobles and knights of around 
35 percent and casualties would have been higher among the less 
well-off. 94  They were inconvenient, for both the crusaders and their 
families. They were always very expensive, with few rewards for the 
participants, who tended to return home as soon as they were over, 
and the costs were always causes for concern for them and for their 
kindred, who as early as the First Crusade were adopting strategies 
designed to prevent the disposal through sale or pledge of land to 
which they had good title. 95  Crusading became more and more of a 
fi nancial burden as the expenses associated with warfare increased 
and it is arguable that had the papacy not introduced the taxation of 
the church and the subsidization of crusaders from 1199 onward, the 
movement would have collapsed through lack of funds. As it was it 
remained a severe drain on family resources throughout its history. 

�

 One cannot identify the point at which the notion of penitential vio-
lence began to lose its potency, although more work in the archives of 
those military orders which survived as orders of the church, the Hos-
pital of St. John on Malta and the Teutonic Order at Mergentheim, 
may provide an answer. A clue may also be found in the orders’ archi-
tecture. The exuberant Renaissance fl amboyance that transformed 
the clear simple lines of Tomar into a kind of fairy castle must refl ect 
the fact that the Order of Christ was being secularized and was be-
coming rich from its management of the Portuguese empire. 96  The 
architecture of the Knights Hospitaller on Malta was originally as 
austere as it had been on Rhodes, but in the later seventeenth century 
decorative fantasies—the work above all of Matteo Preti—began to 
soften the simple lines and cover the bare walls of the interior of their 
conventual church in Valletta, while the armorial tradition was carried 
to extremes in the carpeting of the fl oor with armigerous mosaic me-
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morials. 97  When the auberge of Castile in Valletta was rebuilt in fl orid 
baroque in the eighteenth century, the brother knights, however able 
and interesting some of them were as individuals, may already have 
been subconsciously refl ecting the reality that their old role and the 
ethos that underpinned it were becoming anachronistic. 

 From our point of view, however, penance had been entrenched in 
and had defi ned crusading thought and practice for many centuries. 
Most devout Christians believed that war against those perceived to 
be the enemies of Christendom and the church was both necessary 
and benefi cial, not only to the religion in general, in that it expressed 
the will of God, but also to the crusaders, because by taking part they 
could repay the debt their sinfulness had incurred. 

�

 Those who portray the Crusades, in the words of the archbishop of 
Canterbury to which I referred in the introduction, as “serious be-
trayals of many of the central beliefs of the Christian faith” must be 
assuming, as I have already pointed out, not only that warfare of this 
type is theologically unjustifi able but also that the crusaders were de-
parting from some norm in Christian history. Patently they were not. 
We might fi nd this uncomfortable aspect of our past easier to con-
front if we had not arbitrarily confi ned it to a distant past, airbrush-
ing it so effectively from postmedieval history that we have forgotten 
how recently it can be identifi ed. In the next chapter I will describe 
what happened to the crusading movement in the nineteenth cen-
tury, and toward the end of the book I will try to answer why recent 
manifestations of it have been so comprehensively wiped from our 
minds. 
  



 C H A P T E R  T H R E E 

 Crusading and Imperialism 

 On June 2, 1879, Archbishop Lavigerie of Algiers, gravely concerned 
by the dangers Catholic missionaries were facing in eastern central 
Africa, suggested to Cardinal Simeoni, the prefect of the Congrega-
tion for the Propagation of the Faith, that it might be possible to “re-
store, under a new form, elements of the old military orders of chiv-
alry, who rendered such great service to the Church in barbarous 
times and in similar circumstances.” 1  

 Charles-Martial Allemand-Lavigerie, who had founded the mis-
sionary orders of the White Fathers and the White Sisters in 1868 
and 1869, was one of the most infl uential fi gures in the European 
missionary fi eld. 2  He had been born in 1825 into a secular bourgeois 
household, with traditions of freemasonry and support for the French 
Revolution; his father had refused to fund his seminary education. 
Nevertheless, his career had been spectacular. He was a professor at 
the Sorbonne at the age of twenty-eight, bishop of Nancy at thirty-
eight, and archbishop of Algiers at forty-two. He was to be a cardinal 
from 1882 until his death ten years later. 

 At the age of twenty-two he was appointed director of the  Oeuvre 
des Ecoles d ’ Orient , an agency responsible for raising money to support 
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French religious communities in the Levant at a time when the Cath-
olics there, particularly the Maronites in Lebanon, were coming un-
der severe pressure. He had visited Lebanon and Syria in 1860 and 
had become so fi red with enthusiasm that in 1872 he unsuccessfully 
applied to become Latin patriarch of Jerusalem. In 1877 he acquired 
for his missionaries the beautiful twelfth-century crusader church of 
St. Anne in Jerusalem, which the French government had bought and 
restored. This was when French crusade scholarship was in its golden 
age: no historian today can ignore the works of the Mas Latrie broth-
ers, Rey, Riant, Vogüé, Delaborde, and Delaville le Roulx, or the pub-
lications patronized by the  Société de l ’ Orient latin . Lavigerie’s experi-
ences in the Levant must have aroused in him an interest in the 
crusade ideal. 

 Four issues in particular weighed on his mind. The fi rst was the 
slave trade. Certain that in the end Africa could only be converted to 
Christianity by its own people and that success was dependent on the 
suppression of slavery, he became obsessed with its evils. The second 
was the safety of his missionaries, who were working in a very unsta-
ble environment and needed armed protection. 3  The third was an 
unquestioning commitment to the French cause in the “Scramble for 
Africa,” the race by the European powers to establish suzerainty over 
the African continent, as each nation tried to seize more than its ri-
vals. The fourth was his fear of competition from “Protestants and 
Freethinkers,” whom, he believed, were penetrating the continent in 
the wake of the Belgian advance up the River Congo. By the late 
1870s he had become convinced that an indigenous Catholic king-
dom should be established in eastern central Africa, as a haven for 
escaped slaves, a center of evangelization, and a barrier to Belgium’s 
eastward expansion. 

 In May 1883 Father Guillet, the superior of the White Fathers’ 
mission west of Lake Tanganyika, proposed that they should replace 
the mercenaries whom they regularly employed in their defense with 
“ frères auxiliaires , that is to say brothers who, having manual work as 
their primary and daily occupation, can also train the ‘children’ [by 
which he meant his converts] in weaponry, so that they can police the 
village, and take up arms and fi ght off brigands in case of attack.” 
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 Pointing out that auxiliary brothers of this kind would be more 
useful than mercenaries, who served relatively short terms, and that 
they would cost nothing, he asked whether it would be possible to 
form them into a “sort of Society at the same time religious and mili-
tant.” 4  Lavigerie, who must have been involved in this proposal, asked 
the council of the White Fathers to examine whether “one could have 
two orders of brothers, of which one would bear arms like the old 
Knights of Malta [as the Knights Hospitaller of St. John were now 
known], and the other would follow the actual rule of the [White 
Fathers]; but both would make perpetual vows.” 5  When the council 
discussed this suggestion, a minority was worried that the use of arms 
in such a manner would compromise the mission, but most were in 
favor and asked the region’s vicar general, Bishop Léonce Bridoux, to 
look into the rules of various orders, including the old military ones. 

 In his report Bridoux proposed that brothers-at-arms should ac-
company the missionaries with special responsibility to defend them 
and, under the missionaries’ direction, to police any new Christian 
center that could provide a nucleus for a Catholic African kingdom. 
As professed religious, subject to the superiors of the White Fathers, 
they were to vow perpetual celibacy, poverty, obedience, and “to con-
secrate their life to the service and defense of the missions,” for which 
they should be ready to die. 6  Parallels with the establishment in 1158 
of the Military Order of Calatrava under the aegis of the Cistercian 
abbot of Fitero spring to mind. 7  

 Lavigerie was worried, however, by the prospect of the Superior of 
the White Fathers becoming a military commander-in-chief; he 
pointed out that the old military orders had been run by their brother 
knights, not by their priests. 8  His mind turned to the possibility of 
using the Order of Malta (the old Order of the Hospital of St. John) 
itself. The order had been gradually reviving since the abandonment 
of its island state, and in 1879 Pope Leo XIII had restored the right, 
which it had lost in 1805, to have an elected grand master. In his brief 
the pope had referred to its “surpassing merits in the Church, distin-
guished by the glory of its history and the victory won against the 
common enemy.” 9  It was now refocusing its efforts on the care of the 
sick, but Lavigerie saw this as an opportunity to revive its ancient 
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military traditions. In a note addressed to Holy See in June 1884, he 
returned to his idea of the establishment of a Catholic state in east-
ern central Africa, which would be a bulwark against Protestant ad-
vance, arguing that the reconstituted Order of Malta could be em-
ployed to make this a reality. He estimated that the order would have 
to spend around fi ve hundred thousand francs on a novitiate in Eu-
rope and on work in the fi eld. 10  

 In effect, he was proposing the establishment of a new order-state 
west of Lake Tanganyika, along the lines of Prussia and Rhodes in the 
Middle Ages and of Malta before 1798. He reported that Pope Leo 
“was personally enthusiastic (the word enthusiastic is not too strong),” 
but a meeting he had with Grand Master Ceschi of the Order of 
Malta was a disappointment. The grand master, who probably be-
lieved that his order had defi nitively abandoned a military role and 
who must have been worried by the prospect of a revival in Africa of 
the Thirty Years’ War, replied that he did not have the resources for 
such a task. Lavigerie later wrote that he regretted he could not “gal-
vanize those paralytics.” 11  

 Four years later, in May 1888, he and some of his Algerian dioce-
sans, accompanied by a few African converts, came to Rome on pil-
grimage to celebrate the fi ftieth anniversary of the pope’s ordination 
to the priesthood. Leo delivered some “verbal instructions,” which 
were not formally recorded, but in which, according to Lavigerie, he 
“summoned the Christian world to a crusade to end such great hor-
rors [as the commerce in slaves].” Lavigerie presented himself as hav-
ing been charged to preach this crusade in the pope’s name. 12  Speak-
ing in the church of St. Sulpice in Paris on July 1, he called again for 
an  Association militaire et religieuse , such as had been created in the past to 
defend Christians against the Turks, and he claimed somewhat opti-
mistically that the recruitment of fi ve hundred determined and gen-
erous young men, who could offi cer African troops, would be suffi -
cient. 13  His audience thought he had in mind the Order of Malta, 
which, it was assumed, the pope was reorganizing so that it could in-
volve itself in the work of the redemption of slaves in Africa. Earlier 
that year on June 12, Leo had restored the rank of cardinal to the 
grand master and had again written in praise of the order’s crusading 
history “celebrated for its ancient origins, for the virtue and nobility 
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of the brother knights, for their glorious service on behalf of Christi-
anity and the Catholic Faith and for the victories won by them against 
the enemy of the Christian name.” 14  But Lavigerie had washed his 
hands of the Order of Malta, which was now, he wrote, “only a shadow 
of its former self.” 15  He was again thinking of a new one, with a rule 
suited to its purpose and its members bound by temporary vows, 
which would be open to young Christians from various European 
countries and would be independent of the missionaries. 

 His proposal was enthusiastically supported by sections of the 
French public. There was a well-backed appeal for funds to buy the 
Mediterranean island of Porquerolles (offshore of Hyères) as a base. 
Laypeople in Lyons put two houses at the disposal of the future mili-
tia. Volunteers began to come forward. 16  Interest was also expressed 
in England and on July 31 Lavigerie addressed a crowded meeting, 
arranged by the Anti-Slavery Society, in the Prince’s Hall in Picca-
dilly in London. In the presence of Cardinal Manning, the distin-
guished explorer Verney Cameron, and Charles Smythies, the Angli-
can bishop of the Universities’ Mission to Central Africa, he called 
for an armed force similar to those that had existed in the Middle 
Ages. This was too much for most of his listeners, however, and the 
meeting declared that only governments should resort to arms. 17  One 
senses that this, the third project Lavigerie had fl oated, was begin-
ning to run out of steam and the fi nal blow was administered by the 
avaricious King Leopold II of Belgium, who was planning to take 
over the “crusade” himself and to absorb it. A meeting between 
Lavigerie and the king at Ostend on August 10 got nowhere and by 
the time Lavigerie addressed a conference in Brussels on August 15, 
the idea of a military order had been abandoned in favor of a secular 
force that could be rapidly formed. 18  

 Within six months, however, Lavigerie was at it again, this time 
concentrating his efforts in the Algerian desert, now that an agree-
ment with Britain, which on August 5, 1890, would give France al-
most the whole of northwest Africa as a sphere of infl uence, was on 
the horizon. He conceived of fortifi ed asylums in the Sahara, placed 
on great communication routes and having the additional purpose of 
“advancing commerce and civilization.” These, he wrote in March 
1889, could be established by an association “somewhat like the Or-
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der of Malta,” the members of which would be “volunteers of civiliza-
tion and peace.” In 1890 he began to plan the foundation of this new 
order, to be called  L ’ Institut Religieux et Militaire des Frères Armés du Sahara . 
He had bought an agricultural property at Biskra on the edge of the 
desert with money provided by the French antislavery society and 
had built there a residence for fi fty persons. This was to be the order’s 
mother house. 19  According to the rule he composed, the  Frères Armés  
were to operate throughout the African desert belt where the indig-
enous were victims of the slave trade. The brothers would receive es-
caped slaves, offer hospitality to travelers, work the soil, and befriend 
the locals. Lavigerie detailed exactly how their settlements were to be 
established. In each of them there was to be a commandant, two lieu-
tenants—one in charge of agriculture, the other of military exer-
cises—and two almoners. Each community was to have a hospital to 
care for sick Africans. 

 The fi rst responsibility of every brother was to be his own sancti-
fi cation. As penitents and professed religious, subject to the pope 
through the vicar apostolic, he and his brethren were to lead “Chris-
tian lives, even heroic ones,” of “devotion and apostolic charity, work, 
self-denial, prayer, zeal, and sanctity.” They had to adhere more 
strictly than other religious, Lavigerie wrote, to the practice of apos-
tolic poverty. Minutely detailed instructions determined their way of 
life, with the aim of corresponding it as closely as possible to that of 
the natives among whom they would dwell. They were to live, sleep, 
and eat in the manner of the indigenous and had to learn Arabic and 
African languages. Their days were to be divided between prayer and 
spiritual reading, agricultural work in their settlements, and military 
exercises. There were to be regular retreats and frequent confession 
and communion. 

 No postulant was to be less than thirty-fi ve years old unless a special 
dispensation had been obtained from the vicar apostolic. Postulancy 
would last three months, to be followed by a novitiate of one year. 
Vows would then be made for fi ve years, after which they could be 
renewed. After ten years the vows would be perpetual. The brothers 
were to promise to be obedient to their superiors, to be poor, to be 
chaste, “and to fi ght to death, if it should be necessary, for the defence 
and protection of those, principally the victims of slavery, who will 
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put themselves under this Institute’s protection.” The brothers had, 
therefore, to carry arms and know how to use them, and in each settle-
ment they had to build a redoubt and keep an arsenal of weapons. 20  

 Hundreds of men from all social classes applied to join the new 
order and ninety-fi ve were accepted, although the community at 
Biskra never had more than thirty members. On April 5, 1891, the 
fi rst brothers received their habits of white emblazoned with a red 
cross. A daughter community of six brothers was founded at Ouargla, 
further south, at the end of 1891, and Lavigerie wanted other settle-
ments established even deeper into the interior, but the newspapers, 
even the Catholic ones, were indifferent or hostile, and the French 
government became concerned. The order was anyway not develop-
ing as he had hoped and the entrants were not of the caliber to pro-
vide experienced leaders. Lavigerie, who was now gravely ill—he was 
to die a week later—took the decision to wind the  Frères Armés  up and 
sent one of the missionaries to Biskra to break the news on Novem-
ber 19, 1892. The community at that time consisted of twenty-three 
members. Nine joined the White Fathers, one entered the Trappists, 
two became colonists, and the others returned home. 21  

 The  Institut des Frères Armés  was of course an anachronism. It was a 
refl ection of a reactionary and romantic streak in the French Church 
as it reeled under assault from anticlerical forces and tried to redis-
cover its roots in its medieval past. The most famous survivor of the 
Crusades, the Order of Malta, which had abandoned its military 
functions and revitalized its ancient mission of mercy, had shown it-
self to be more pragmatic than Lavigerie. The achievements of its 
government from 1834 onward in preserving its claims to sovereignty, 
persuading its members to renounce the role they had followed for 
seven centuries, readopting the care of the sick as its principal activ-
ity, and rebuilding its provincial structure on a new basis, demon-
strate how adaptable it was and explain why the grand master was so 
reluctant to get involved in the creation of an African order-state. 22  

 But Lavigerie was not some utopian fantasist. He was a major fi gure 
in the process of reconciling the Catholic Church with the French 
Republic and in its defense against anticlerical onslaught. He was close 
to the popes and, as we have seen, he founded two of the most suc-
cessful missionary orders of all time. At least one prominent newspa-
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per believed that he would have made a great pope. 23  His crusade plans 
attracted support from many people, including Pope Leo XIII, who 
on hearing of his death was said to have exclaimed: “I loved him as a 
brother, as Peter loved Andrew.” 24  In his interests and political infl u-
ence Lavigerie reminds one, although obviously on a lesser scale, of 
the twelfth-century Cistercian abbot Bernard of Clairvaux. 

 There can be no doubt that he had been engaged in a series of au-
thentic crusade projects. Earlier in this book I drew attention to 
those elements that were unchanging features of crusading: warfare 
that was believed to be at the same time holy and penitential; papal 
authority; the wearing of crosses; and vows, which for the brothers of 
the military orders were of religious profession. Lavigerie had wanted 
the Order of Malta to revert to a military role and to create a new 
order-state. When he could not persuade it to do so, he founded an 
order of his own, which was to be engaged in both holy and peniten-
tial combat and was subject to the papacy. His  Frères Armés , as   pro-
fessed fi ghting religious wearing crosses, were not unlike those estab-
lished in the thirteenth-century Baltic region, where crusades were 
being fought in defense of missions. 25  

 I also commented on the way other aspects of crusading were sub-
ject to alteration and development as the movement adapted to new 
situations and fashions. Lavigerie’s ideas were at the same time au-
thentically crusading and the products of nineteenth-century impe-
rialism. His early projects related to French ambitions in eastern cen-
tral Africa, before they collapsed in the face of the Belgian advance to 
Lake Tanganyika and the British occupation of Uganda, following the 
barbarous treatment of Christian converts by the Kabaka Mwanga of 
Buganda and violence between Catholic and Protestant missionaries. 
The  Institut des Frères Armés , on the other hand, was founded to take 
advantage of the French acquisition of most of the northwestern 
quarter of the continent. 26  

�

 His dream of a military order operating in Africa should also be 
viewed against a background fi lled with a number of other ventures 
and obscured by swirling clouds of rhetoric. The schemes and the 
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tone of the language were often as imperialist as they were crusading, 
but they would still have astonished the heroes of the Enlightenment, 
who had been in their graves for less than a century and a half. Vol-
taire and Diderot in France, Hume and Robertson in Scotland, and 
Gibbon in England had subjected crusading to severe moral criticism 
and sometimes to derision, even if their opinions were less absolute 
than is often supposed. 27  The moribund state of crusading had been 
summed up by Napoleon in his judgment on the defense of Malta 
by the Knights Hospitaller in 1798: “If the fortifi cations, the mater-
ial means of resistance, were immense, the moral resources nullifi ed 
them.” 28  And any remaining case for the Crusades had been under-
mined by the grisly spectacle of Cardinal Ruffo’s undisciplined Chris-
tian Army of the Holy Faith rampaging through southern Italy in 
1799, committing atrocities in support of the exiled Bourbon king of 
Naples. 29  

 But although disapproval continued to be expressed in the early 
nineteenth century and Enlightenment distaste was enshrined in 
popular imagination by Sir Walter Scott’s novels (to which I will turn 
later), a more positive approach to the history of the Crusades began 
to emerge, fuelled by the prospects of European expansion to the 
East, the potential benefi ts of which were revealed by Napoleon’s in-
vasion of Egypt, and by a growing appreciation of the Middle Ages. 30  

 There is, moreover, nothing like apparent extinction to generate 
romantic attachment. This was expressed most vividly by Joseph-
François Michaud, whose epic  Histoire des croisades  appeared between 
1812 and 1822 and   was a  succès d ’ estime , going through four editions 
under the French Restoration and a further fi ve under the July Mon-
archy. A fervent royalist, Michaud believed that crusading had en-
riched all the European nations engaged in it: “Names made famous 
by this war are still today objects of pride to families and country. The 
most positive of the results of the First Crusade is the glory of our fa-
thers, this glory which is also a real benefi t for a nation.” 31  He went 
further and maintained that of all European countries, France had 
benefi ted the most: “France would one day become the model and 
centre of European civilization. The holy wars contributed much to 
this happy development and one can perceive this from the First 
Crusade onwards.” 32  
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 The patriotic fervor his  Histoire  generated found expression in the 
 Salles des Croisades  in the Château of Versailles, which King Louis Phi-
lippe planned to become a museum dedicated to the glories of France. 
The fi ve rooms were hung with over 120 paintings, the most famous 
of which is Eugène Delacroix’s  Entry of the Crusaders into Constantinople on 
the Fourth Crusade , and were decorated with the coats-of-arms of fami-
lies whose ancestors had been crusaders. There was fi erce competi-
tion among French nobles to be included and for years after the 
rooms opened in 1843 those who had not originally been represented 
continued to bombard the authorities with demands for inclusion, 
producing in support of their case documents, many of them forged, 
attesting to crusading ancestry. 33  

 Many other countries developed their own myths of national cru-
sading history. The invented state of Belgium adopted Godfrey of 
Bouillon. 34  Norwegian nationalists looked to King Sigurd. 35  Germany 
had eight crusading rulers, above all Frederick Barbarossa. 36  Spain 
had the glories of the Reconquest, a national war of liberation fought 
against the Moors, with heroes like St. Ferdinand III of Castile. 37  
England—where, in 1876, feelings were running so high over the Ot-
tomans’ treatment of the Bulgarians that the author of a pamphlet 
written for English Catholics had to explain why a crusade could not 
be launched against the Turks—had Richard Coeur de Lion. 38  

 It is therefore not surprising that there were in the nineteenth 
century a number of what one might call paracrusading projects and 
much pseudocrusading language. Paracrusading had within it some 
elements drawn from the old movement, although chosen selectively 
and distorted. Pseudocrusading had no correspondence to the old 
reality, but borrowed its rhetoric and imagery to describe ventures—
particularly imperialist ones—that had nothing at all to do with the 
Crusades, as nations already expressing pride in their crusading past 
became involved in the scramble for empire. 

 The most striking, and in the long run the most infl uential, para-
crusading enterprise took root in England. 39  In the 1820s the Order 
of Malta, which had not yet reconciled itself to its loss of its order-
state and still hankered after a religio-military role, was in a state of 
anarchy. The Spanish, German, and Austrian Knights of Malta tended 
to go their own ways, while the French Knights had arrogated to 
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themselves the right to manage the order’s affairs as a whole through 
a capitular commission, the powers of which they claimed, through a 
mistranslation of a papal letter, to have been recognized by the pope. 
They were supported by the French government and, somewhat am-
biguously, by the lieutenant grand master, now resident in Italy. 40  But 
with the capitular commission’s head, the Commander Jean-Louis de 
Dienne, a very old man—it was later said that he was “in his dot-
age” 41 —power fell into the hands of the chancellor, the Marquis 
Pierre-Hippolyte de Sainte-Croix-Molay, whose title was doubtful, 
but was said to be Spanish and to have once been secretary to the 
chancery of the Spanish and Portuguese Knights. Sainte-Croix was 
rumored to be deeply in debt and it was later said that he raised in 
France some thousands of francs with which he decamped. 42  He was, 
in other words, one of those demimonde French Restoration fi gures 
who fl it in and out of the pages of  The Count of Monte Cristo . 

 With Sainte-Croix in charge, the French Knights of Malta pur-
sued a heady foreign policy with the aim of restoring their order’s 
presence in the Mediterranean. Early nineteenth-century imperialist 
dreams were being fuelled by the gradual disintegration of the ram-
shackle Turkish empire and a stage in that process was the Greek re-
volt against Ottoman Turkish rule, 43  which was attracting adventur-
ers from all over Europe. In July 1823, the French Knights, apparently 
with the backing of the government of France, entered into an al-
liance with a Greek faction under Alexander Mavrokordatos. The 
Greeks recognized the order’s sovereignty over the island of Rhodes, 
which it had not held since January 1, 1523, and bound themselves to 
cede two other islands to be stepping stones to its reconquest. In re-
turn the order would provide troops and raise a war chest of 10 mil-
lion francs. 44  Accordingly, an attempt was made in the following No-
vember to sell on the London market £640,000 worth of stock, 
returning 5 percent, through the issuing of fi ve thousand bonds, re-
deemable after twenty years. In a prospectus the order’s existing 
wealth and its ability to meet any debt was described in highly opti-
mistic terms. 45  

 The treaty was opposed in Greece by rival liberators, and the gov-
ernments of England, Austria, and Russia wrecked it. Meanwhile 
there were rumors that the money raised in London was being misap-
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propriated. The lieutenant grand master published his disavowal of 
the scheme, revoked any powers the French Knights might claim to 
have had, and sent an agent from Italy to reorganize them. The gov-
ernment of France, for its part, withdrew its recognition of knight-
hoods granted by the French capitular commission, which therefore 
ceased to have any legal existence, and acknowledged only those spe-
cifi cally authorized by the lieutenant himself. 46  

 The decision of the lieutenant and the attitude of the government 
of France had little effect, however, on the council of the French 
Knights of Malta, which reconstituted itself under the control of 
Sainte-Croix, confi rming the unlimited powers that it had already 
conferred on him. It was as committed as ever to the Mediterranean 
adventure and in June 1826 it decided to give all Christians the op-
portunity to contribute to the recovery of an island headquarters in 
the Mediterranean and the restoration of the order’s ancient naval 
role. This was a prelude to another appeal to England and Dienne, 
and Sainte-Croix authorized two emissaries to open negotiations 
with a Scot called Donald Currie, who lived in London. 47  One of 
these emissaries was a man called Philippe de Chastelain, a shady 
character who at times passed himself off as a count and had to be 
rescued by Currie from a debtor’s prison; he ended his days in the 
1870s eking out a living in Scotland as a “Professor of the French 
Language and Drawing in all its Departments in Edinburgh and Pee-
bles.” 48  The French thought that Currie was a Scottish gentleman 
and the owner of an estate. He was, in fact, an army accoutrement 
manufacturer who, according to Chastelain, was “of some education, 
but of a very common appearance.” He had become known to the 
French through his trade, had traveled to France, and had met 
Sainte-Croix. 49  

 The agreement made between Currie and the French representa-
tives was recorded in three  Instruments of Convention , which were signed 
in August 1827. Currie was empowered to raise £240,000 by private 
subscription. With the money he was to employ men and to buy 
arms, munitions, and vessels for a Mediterranean expedition. A 
“Gallo-Britannic factory,” incorporating a hospital, was to be estab-
lished to provide a base for merchants in the Levant. Two clauses 
stipulated that fi nancial subscribers could become members of the 
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Order of Malta and that all offi cers commissioned by Currie would 
also have the right to join it. 50  The  Instruments  were followed by a  Letter 
of Instruction  to Currie, empowering him to set up a hospital to be 
served by brothers of the Anglican rite, although the receptions of 
knights must be in accordance with the order’s statutes. Although it 
is certain that the grand magistry in Italy was never consulted on the 
matter, this hospital was said to be founded “under the direction of 
the Lieutenant Grand Master,” and because it would need fi nancial 
help in its formative years, three-quarters of the dues owed by a prov-
ince of the order to its common treasury were to be retained by the 
English for the time being. 51  

 The scheme to raise an expeditionary force in England made some 
sense in view of the chaos reigning in the Aegean at the time, the 
growing economic importance of Great Britain, the huge stocks of 
war surplus that could be bought cheaply, and the large numbers of 
unemployed English soldiers and sailors who were drifting about the 
country in the 1820s. The establishment of a commercial center in 
the eastern Mediterranean answered to the needs of British mer-
chants after the folding of the  Levant Company  in 1825, and the fact that 
this was to be a private venture, funded by subscription, made it dif-
fi cult for governments to intervene. There were precedents for the 
military orders entering into relationships with Protestants—for a 
time in the seventeenth century the Teutonic Order had contained 
Lutherans and Calvinists as well as Catholics, 52  and in the eighteenth 
century the Bailiwick of Brandenburg, a body of Protestant knights 
of St. John descending from German Hospitaller commanders who 
had adopted Lutheranism during the Reformation and had remained 
in being as a corporation, was nominally reunited to Malta. 53  Never-
theless, this projected assault on the Turks, with the aim of restoring 
to the heirs of the Knights Hospitaller the island order-state they had 
ruled from 1309 to 1522, was a paracrusading venture, to be funded 
and carried out by Protestants, who would be rewarded with admis-
sion into a Catholic military order. 

 It had no effect whatsoever in the eastern Mediterranean region 
and not much money was raised. A number of Knights Hospitaller 
were enlisted, however, and in February 1830 Sainte-Croix, who was 
now dreaming of the establishment of a headquarters for the order in 
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Algeria, authorized Currie and Chastelain to form a committee to 
revive an English branch. This committee was not recognized by the 
lieutenant grand master in Italy, but it was the seed from which grew 
The Most Venerable Order of St. John, familiar in modern England, 
because its St. John Ambulance posts can be seen in almost every soc-
cer stadium and race course. 54  

 The minds of the new English knights of St. John were awash with 
the glories of the ancient nobility and gentry. They recognized all the 
virtues they most cared about in the Order of Malta, of which, in 
spite of everything, they believed themselves to be members—the 
name of the reigning lieutenant grand master was always placed at 
the head of their printed material. One of them, Sir William Hill-
ary—who as equerry to the duke of Sussex had visited Malta in 1797 
and had seen the grand master’s court in its last days of faded splen-
dor, had raised his own regiment in the Napoleonic Wars, and had 
founded the Royal National Lifeboat Institution—was obsessed by a 
plan for the Christian reoccupation of the Holy Land and its govern-
ment by the Order of Malta. 55  But these English knights of St. John, 
having little understanding of crusade ideology or of Catholic reli-
gious life, simply could not comprehend what religious orders were 
about. They wanted, for example, to turn the Order of Malta into a 
pluriform, secularized institution. In their opinion, “The Order 
could no longer either be Monastic or Celibate. It appeared to the 
English council however to be extremely desirable that a suitable Ed-
ifi ce as the Chef Lieu of the Order, partaking of the character of a 
modern Club-House, should be founded . . . in Paris.” 56  

 Although in 1857 they announced that they would support the or-
der’s plans to establish a hospital in Jerusalem, 57  their leader, Sir 
Richard Broun, who had been the original for Disraeli’s fi ctional “Sir 
Vavasour Firebrace” 58  and was still dreaming of the recovery of 
Rhodes, wrote that the hospital “is like a recurrence of the Dark Ages, 
and savours of monkdom, instead of chivalry. We live in a material 
age, one of progress and rationality; and the Order of St John must 
aim at higher things than washing the feet, and healing the sores of 
the few thousands of persons who may think fi t to pay visits to the 
early scenes of the Christian faith.” 59  
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 The early history of the refounded Order of St. John in England 
had, of course, as much to do with romantic fantasy as with imperial-
ism. But once it had found its feet, and particularly after it had been 
recognized in 1888 as an order of the British Crown, it spread 
throughout the British empire, creating out of ancient and, one would 
have thought, alien traditions a genuinely popular ambulance move-
ment that attracted thousands of indigenous volunteers. 60  It played a 
role in empire-building that, if differently expressed, paralleled that 
of the Portuguese military orders in the fi fteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies. It was in this respect a much more successful instrument of 
imperialism than Lavigerie’s projects had ever been. 

 Pseudocrusading shared with Lavigerie’s vision and with paracru-
sading an association with imperialism. It was rhetoric employed to 
dress up the imperialist ventures that engaged so many European na-
tions. The French occupation of Algeria in 1830 was compared to 
Louis IX’s descent on Tunis in 1270, and in an abridged edition of Mi-
chaud’s  Histoire  published in 1838, his collaborator, Jean-Joseph Pou-
joulat, averred that “the conquest of Algiers in 1830 and our recent ex-
peditions in Africa are nothing other than crusades.” 61  Two rooms in 
King Louis Philippe’s museum at Versailles were dedicated to critical 
moments in the Algerian campaign, and on seeing Horace Vernet’s 
painting of the French assault on Constantine in 1837, a contemporary 
exclaimed that “We fi nd there again, after an interval of fi ve hundred 
years, the French nation fertilizing with its blood the burning plains 
studded with the tents of Islam. These men are the heirs of Charles 
Martel, Godfrey of Bouillon, Robert Guiscard and Philip Augustus, 
resuming the unfi nished labours of their ancestors. Missionaries and 
warriors, they every day extend the boundaries of Christendom.” 62  

 When in the 1860s, during the troubles in the Levant that had so 
moved Lavigerie, the government of Napoleon III decided to inter-
vene in Lebanon on behalf of the Maronites, there was talk of actually 
proclaiming a crusade. Napoleon addressed the French troops leaving 
for the Levant in Michaudist language: “You are leaving for Syria. . . . 
On that distant soil, rich in great memories . . . you will show yourselves 
to be the worthy descendants of those heroes who carried the banner 
of Christ gloriously in that land.” 63  
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 The association of a crusading past with the imperialist present 
was a feature of the empire-building of other European nations. 
Spain’s invasion of Morocco in the 1850s was described as a crusade 64  
and the British link between crusading and imperialism was particu-
larly apparent in Sir Claude Conder’s  The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem , 
published in 1897. “The Crusades were no wild raids on Palestine re-
sulting only in misery and destruction. The kingdom of Jerusalem 
was the model of just and moderate rule, such as we boast to have 
given to India, under somewhat similar conditions.” 65  Conder’s pub-
lisher, the  Palestine Exploration Fund , advertised his book by recalling 
that: “The condition of the Orientals [is] almost the same as that 
when Europe intervened in the Eastern question in the days of God-
frey of Bouillon and of King Richard Lionheart.” 66  

 The idea of the crusade as an instrument of imperialism continued 
to be expressed, and even gained some momentum, after a British 
army invaded Palestine during the First World War and Britain oc-
cupied Palestine and France occupied Syria and Lebanon under man-
date from the League of Nations. Although the British commander, 
General Allenby, who entered Jerusalem on December 11, 1917, never 
made the remark “today the wars of the crusaders are ended” attrib-
uted to him—indeed steps were taken to avoid giving offense, par-
ticularly as Muslims were serving with the British forces—the maga-
zine  Punch  published a cartoon entitled “The Last Crusade,” which 
had Richard Coeur de Lion gazing at Jerusalem from a distance with 
the caption: “At last my dream come true.” 67  On arriving in Damascus 
in 1920, the fi rst French military governor of Syria, General Henri 
Gouraud, was heard to say, “Behold, Saladin, we have returned.” 68  
The French Mandate in Syria generated a wave of French historical 
literature, one theme of which was that the achievements of the cru-
saders provided the fi rst chapter in a history that had culminated in 
modern imperialism. 69  

 By then, however, the rhetoric was dying away, the romance was 
tarnished and imperialism was coming to be reviled. From the 1920s 
onward the Crusades, stripped of their ideology, were being inter-
preted in social and economic terms by Liberal economic histori-
ans, 70  one of whose “most cherished notions” was that the movement 
constituted a turning point in the history of the European economy, 
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even though, as we have seen, no one had ever researched the eco-
nomic effects of the Crusades. Inheriting from the imperialists the 
idea that crusading was an early example of colonialism, the Liberals 
assumed that such a powerful movement could only have been gener-
ated by economic forces. 71  The imperialist vision they unthinkingly 
adopted, in spite of their growing scorn for empire-building, has 
been very infl uential, although no convincing case, based on evidence, 
for the prevalence of the profi t-motive among crusaders to the East 
has ever been made, as I have already pointed out. 

�

 Para- and pseudocrusading were related to Lavigerie’s authentic mil-
itary order, in the sense that all emerged from the same environment 
and drew on the same romantic and imperialistic emotions. Until 
now the most recent date anyone has given for the demise of the cru-
sading movement has been 1798, when Malta fell to Napoleon. The 
question arises whether we should be thinking of extending its his-
tory to the collapse of Lavigerie’s military order in 1892. A historian 
like myself, approaching the nineteenth century from the direction of 
the Middle Ages, is tempted to do so, but I wonder whether the ini-
tiative for the events I have described lay rather with imperialism it-
self. Crusading was moribund, as even the Order of Malta recognized 
and as the short life of the  Frères Armés du Sahara  demonstrated, but its 
ideas and images were seized on and exploited as a package to serve 
the ends of empire. This had consequences for the future and we are 
now paying a price, because the newly emerging Arab nationalists 
took nineteenth-century imperialist rhetoric literally. They came to 
believe that the West, having lost the fi rst round in the Crusades, had 
embarked on another, and their vision of past and present crusading 
was inherited by a new generation of Pan-Islamists. I will turn in the 
fi nal chapter to this unexpected and extraordinary development in 
crusade historiography. 
  





 C H A P T E R  F O U R 

 Crusading and Islam 

 On October 31, 1898, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, engaged in 
what the Berlin critic Alfred Kerr sardonically described as a “crusade 
in comfort,” made a fool of himself in Jerusalem. Pushing “to its ex-
treme the arabico-medieval fantasy . . . in medieval garb in front with 
a Lohengrin breastplate and in Arab dress behind,” he wore a white 
uniform of his own design, embellished with a helmet surmounted by 
a gold eagle, to which he had added “a garment recalling in some 
measure his character as a pilgrim, a white silk dust dress, so fash-
ioned as to resemble a palmer’s cowl.” Breaking with convention by 
entering the city through a specially prepared breach in the walls, he 
was followed “by a host of knightly fi gures arrayed in the insignia and 
fl owing mantles of the Order of St John,” among whom rode Mr. 
Thomas Cook Jr., the owner of the tour company that had organized 
the trip, carrying a banner inscribed  Thomas Cook and Son . Once inside 
the city the kaiser, donning the white mantle of a Teutonic Knight, 
attended the dedication of the Evangelical Lutheran church of the 
Redeemer, which now overshadowed the church of the Holy Sepul-
chre nearby. He had also acquired land on Mount Sion on which to 
erect the equally ostentatious German Catholic abbey of the Dormi-
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tion and sponsored the building of a German hospice on the Mount 
of Olives, in the chapel of which he and his wife were portrayed, sur-
rounded by the eight German crusader kings to whom I have already 
referred. 1  

 He traveled on to Damascus where on November 8 he laid a satin 
fl ag and a wreath, with an inscription dedicated to “the Hero Sultan 
Saladin,” on Saladin’s dilapidated tomb. He was to pay for the resto-
ration of the mausoleum and the construction of a very un-Islamic 
marble tomb-chest, on which there came to rest another wreath, this 
time in bronze gilt and inscribed “From one great emperor to an-
other.” At a banquet afterward he expressed his delight at treading 
the same soil as Saladin, “one of the most chivalrous rulers in history,” 
who, he added, had been “a knight  sans peur et sans reproche , who often 
had to teach his adversaries the true nature of chivalry.” 2  

 With this bombastic theater the kaiser reintroduced Saladin to 
the Muslims, who had almost completely forgotten him. Saladin had 
been overshadowed in their collective memory both by his predeces-
sor Nur ad-Din, who had encouraged religious reform and had united 
the local Muslim principalities against the crusaders, and by the 
Mamluk sultan Baybars, a better general and more effective strate-
gist, who had reigned a century later and had done much to bring the 
Christian settlements in the Levant to an end. There had been, it is 
true, signs of a stirring of interest in Saladin. Namik Kemal had pub-
lished a biography in Turkish in 1872 and a play by Najib Sulayman, 
based on Sir Walter Scott’s  The Talisman , had been performed in Alex-
andria in 1895. 3  But the Egyptian poet Ahmad Shawqi could still ask 
how it was that Saladin’s greatness had been ignored by Muslim writ-
ers until they had been reminded of it by Kaiser Wilhelm. 4  

 Saladin’s relative obscurity in Muslim history was understandable. 
He was a Kurd. He had an attractive, if ruthless, personality, but his 
commitment to his religion had been doubtful and he had often been 
in trouble with the caliph in Baghdad. He was shrewd and ambitious, 
and he had achieved one stunning victory that he had followed up by 
reoccupying Jerusalem, but he had also allowed the Third Crusade to 
reconquer much of the Levantine coast and the quasi-empire he built 
up lasted less than eighty years. 5  In medieval Europe, however, he had 
gained legendary status as a non-Christian paladin of chivalry. This 
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Western tradition that infl uenced, for example, Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing’s sympathetic portrait of him in his dramatic poem  Nathan the 
Wise  (1778), was mined by the most popular of the nineteenth-
century romantic writers, Sir Walter Scott, who established a more 
critical, but just as infl uential, tradition alongside the one that I have 
already described stemming from Joseph-François Michaud. Indeed, 
if Kaiser Wilhelm’s behavior in Jerusalem had recalled the pseudo-
crusading imperialism originating in Michaud, his actions and words 
in Damascus gave expression to the critical romanticism of Scott, on 
the works of whom he had been brought up by his English mother. 6  

 Four of Scott’s novels involved crusades and crusaders.  Count Robert 
of Paris  (1831) was set in Constantinople at the time of the First Cru-
sade; the other three were set during the Third Crusade.  Ivanhoe  
(1819) and  The Betrothed  (1825) were concerned with events on the 
home front, while the plot of  The Talisman  (1825) was set in Palestine 
and centered on the friendship between a Scottish knight and Sala-
din, who appeared in a bewildering array of disguises, including that 
of a skilled physician who cured King Richard of England. The novels 
painted a picture of crusaders who were brave and glamorous, but 
also vainglorious, avaricious, childish, and boorish. Few of them were 
genuinely moved by religion or the crusade ideal; most had taken the 
cross out of pride, greed, or ambition. The worst of them were the 
brothers of the military orders, who may have been courageous and 
disciplined but were also arrogant, privileged, corrupt, voluptuous, 
and unprincipled. An additional theme, the cultural superiority of 
the Muslims, which was only hinted at in the other novels, pervaded 
 The Talisman . In his introduction to later editions Scott wrote that “the 
warlike character of Richard I [of England], wild and generous, a pat-
tern of chivalry, with all its extravagant virtues and its no less absurd 
errors, was opposed to that of Saladin, in which the Christian and 
English monarch showed all the cruelty and violence of an Eastern 
Sultan; and Saladin, on the other hand displayed the deep policy and 
prudence of a European sovereign.” 7  

 It was not hard for Scott, as a child of the eighteenth-century En-
lightenment infl uenced by the Scottish historian William Robertson, 
who had stressed the superiority of Islamic civilization, 8  to portray 
the crusaders as backward and unenlightened, crudely assailing more 
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civilized and sophisticated Muslims, but his vision of the past was an 
unreal one. Leaving aside the actual state of cultural development in 
Western Europe and the Near East in the twelfth century—and they 
were not nearly as far apart as Scott and his audience supposed—any 
reading of history that placed the crusaders in one context—the cen-
tral Middle Ages—and their opponents in another—the nineteenth 
century—was wholly anachronistic. Under his faux-oriental clothing, 
Scott’s Saladin was patently a modern liberal European gentleman, 
beside whom medieval Westerners would always have made a poor 
showing. 9  

  The Talisman  was Scott’s most popular crusade novel after  Ivanhoe . It 
was dramatized on many occasions and was translated into many Eu-
ropean languages. It inspired painters in Britain, France, and Italy 
and its picture of Saladin infl uenced generations of writers and poli-
ticians. 10  William Ewart Gladstone, enraged in 1876 by the atrocities 
attributed to the Turks in Bulgaria, compared them unfavorably to 
“the chivalrous Saladins of Syria.” 11  Saladin’s ruinous tomb in Damas-
cus began to feature on European sightseeing tours—the prince of 
Wales visited it in 1862 12 —but it took the kaiser’s overblown homage 
to bring him fully to public attention in the Levant. 

 The potency of Scott’s critically romantic approach is demon-
strated by the way it continues to suffuse European and American 
writing on the Crusades, scholarly as well as popular. The most ad-
mired history in English, that by Sir Steven Runciman, like Scott a 
Lowlander, is almost what Scott would have written had he been 
more knowledgeable. In it the crusaders are characterized as coura-
geous and colorful, but often childish and boorish and never very re-
fl ective, and the peroration with which it famously ends could almost 
have been written by Scott himself: “There was so much courage and 
so little honour, so much devotion and so little understanding. High 
ideals were besmirched by cruelty and greed, enterprise and endur-
ance by a blind and narrow self-righteousness; and the Holy War it-
self was nothing more than a long act of intolerance in the name of 
God, which is a sin against the Holy Ghost.” 13  One reviewer, August 
Krey, perhaps echoing General Bosquet at the Battle of Balaclava, 
commented of this rhetoric that it “may be appropriate in rounding 
out a literary tragedy, but is it history?” 14  
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 Another example of Scott’s enduring infl uence—this time at the 
level of Western entertainment—is the fi lm  The Kingdom of Heaven , re-
leased in 2005, throughout which a cruel, avaricious, and cowardly 
Christian clergy preaches unadulterated hatred against the Muslims. 
The priests’ stupidity and fanaticism is echoed in minds of the cru-
saders, the Templars, and most of the leaders of the Christian settle-
ment around Jerusalem, which is portrayed as a kind of nineteenth-
century America, a “New World” welcoming enterprising immigrants 
from an impoverished and repressive Europe. In the midst of the 
zealotry and bigotry a brotherhood of freethinkers has vowed to cre-
ate an environment in which all religions can coexist in harmony. 
They are in touch with Saladin, who shares their aims of tolera-
tion and peace, but zealots on the Christian side set out to wreck any 
chance of an accommodation with Islam. 

 The approach of the critical romantics, from Walter Scott to Rid-
ley Scott, was obviously alien to the romantic imperialistic tradition 
stemming from Joseph-François Michaud. In Scott’s critically ro-
mantic version, barbarous and destructive crusaders, morally and cul-
turally inferior, had faced civilized and modern-thinking Muslims. 
To the romantic imperialists, on the other hand, these same crusaders 
had brought enlightenment to a heathen world. But with imperial 
ideology in decay in the early twentieth century, the way was opened 
for profound changes in the historiographical tradition as the lines 
descending from Scott and Michaud, from the Enlightenment and 
imperialism, converged to give birth to a materialistic vision, which 
inherited from Scott the image of an inferior Western culture barg-
ing its way into a more sophisticated region and from Michaud’s heirs 
the belief that the motivation for this had been a protocolonialist 
one. 

 In a speech at the banquet that followed his veneration of Saladin’s 
tomb in 1898, the kaiser stated that “the [Turkish] sultan and the 
three hundred million Muslims who revere him as their leader should 
know that the German emperor is their friend forever,” thus appear-
ing to lend his support to the policies of the Ottoman sultan Abdul-
hamid II at a time when the Turkish empire was in crisis. Faced with 
revolt and disintegration in the Balkans and lambasted by the press 
and politicians in Western Europe, the Ottomans had been forced to 
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recognize the independence of Romania, Serbia and Montenegro, 
and the autonomy of Bulgaria, and to surrender territories to the 
Russians, Greeks, French, and British. But even this massive dis-
gorgement had not satisfi ed their critics. 

 The response of Sultan Abdulhamid had been to turn to Pan-
Islamism, an ideology enshrining the unity of all Muslims under one 
world authority. He was a pious man who took his role as caliph, the 
politico-spiritual leader of Sunni Islam, very seriously, particularly as 
his right to hold the caliphate was being challenged. But he went fur-
ther. He publicized his conviction that the European imperialists had 
embarked on a new “crusade.” In using this term he was, of course, 
echoing the rhetoric that had washed round Western Europe for 
more than half a century. It is even possible that he had heard of 
Lavigerie’s experiment in Algeria. At any rate, Sayyid ‘Ali al-Hariri, 
the author of the fi rst Muslim history of the crusading movement, 
published in 1899, wrote in his introduction that “Our most glorious 
sultan, Abdulhamid II, has rightly remarked that Europe is now car-
rying out a crusade against us in the form of a political campaign.” 15  

 One often reads that modern Muslims have inherited from their 
medieval ancestors bitter memories of the violence of the crusaders. 16  
Nothing could be further from the truth. The invasion of Syria and 
Palestine from 1097 to 1099 had indeed come as a shock to a region 
that had already for fi fty years been a theater of war between a resur-
gent Sunnism, spearheaded by the Selchük Turkish sultanate on be-
half of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad, and the Fatimid caliphate 
in Cairo, a center of vigorous proselytizing Shi‘ism. Both sides, how-
ever, had been gravely weakened. In 1092 one of the greatest fi gures 
in Selchük history, the vizier Nizam al-Mulk, the power behind the 
sultans for over thirty years, was murdered. A month later the Selchük 
sultan Malikshah died in suspicious circumstances. He was followed 
to the grave not only by his wife, grandson, and other powerful fi g-
ures, but also by the ‘Abbasid Caliph al-Muqtadi himself. With this 
wipe-out the Selchük sultanate, which stretched from Asia Minor to 
Iran, disintegrated into principalities in which pretenders and mem-
bers of the family fought each other for power. In 1094 the Fatimid 
Caliph al-Mustansir, who had ruled for fi fty-eight years, also died. So 
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did his vizier, Badr al-Jamali. Although none of the crusaders knew it, 
they were marching toward a door that had swung wide open. 17  

 After some rather desperate counterattacks, the reaction of most 
of the petty Muslim states into which the Selchük sultanate had frag-
mented was to reach a  modus vivendi  with the new settlers. There fol-
lowed periods of détente during which the Westerners appear to 
have constituted for most Muslims little more than an irritant, al-
though Arab writers loved to dwell on traditional stereotypes: that 
they were unhygienic, dull, coarse, sexually lax, gullible, and hypo-
critical. 18  Nevertheless, there soon began a revival of the idea of  jihad, 
 which was at fi rst confi ned to a few religious leaders in Damascus and 
Aleppo, but came to the surface twenty years after the First Crusade 
and was vigorously promoted in the enthusiasm that accompanied 
the fi rst major Muslim reconquests in 1144. It was to be brilliantly 
exploited by Nur ad-Din after the failure of the Second Crusade in 
1149.  Jihad  propaganda was expressed in every possible medium—
poetry, letters, treatises, sermons, and inscriptions—and in it two 
themes stood out: the obligation to reconquer the Levantine coast-
lands, and especially the city of Jerusalem, from the Christians and 
the conviction that this could only be achieved through Muslim reli-
gious and political unity. Nur ad-Din’s successor, Saladin, took up 
these themes in a propaganda and military campaign that culminated 
in his reconquest of Jerusalem in 1187. 19  

  Jihadist  propaganda was less in evidence under Saladin’s successors. 
It was only when they were overthrown in 1250 by their own Mam-
luks, specially trained slave-soldiers from the frontiers of Islam, that 
the situation was transformed. Under the new rulers of Egypt, par-
ticularly Baybars, there was an upsurge of  jihadism . Born a Kipchak 
Turk, Baybars remained very much a Turkish warrior chieftain, but he 
was a good administrator and a fi ne general and his methodical ap-
proach to the reconquest of the coast made it possible for his succes-
sors to drive the Westerners out in 1291. 20  

 The works of two Muslim authors provide clear examples of the 
 jihadist  themes of reconquest and the need for religious reformation, 
which would lead to the unity necessary if the reconquest was to be 
successful and lasting. The fi rst, who taught at the beginning of the 
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period of Western settlement, lived before the Syrian  jihad  had got 
into its stride, but the other, writing at the very end, has had a pro-
found infl uence on modern Sunni  jihadism . 21  As-Sulami, a teacher at 
the great mosque in Damascus, dictated his  kitab al-jihad  over the 
course of the year 1105. For him, participation in holy war was the re-
sponsibility of every able-bodied Muslim, particularly when Islam 
was under attack. The scandals of disunity and of his coreligionists’ 
neglect of their duty risked divine displeasure, but they were now be-
ing given a chance to reconcile themselves to God, since moral refor-
mation was absolutely necessary if the war against the Western in-
vaders was to succeed. 22  

 For Ibn Taymiyya, who wrote around 1300, after the collapse of the 
Western mainland settlements but at a time when there was still a 
substantial Christian presence in the region, the priority was not to 
wage war extraliminally in the  dar al-harb , but to turn inward and purge 
the Sunni world itself of infi dels and heretics. Recognizing that the 
Jews and Christians who were resident within Islamic borders were to 
some extent protected, he argued that the goal must nevertheless be 
the eventual eradication of their imperfect monotheism. This could 
be achieved, he believed, by the strict enforcement of the  dhimma  regu-
lations applying to their communities, which would make conditions 
intolerable for them. Meanwhile, in an approach to heresy very similar 
to that of his Latin Christian contemporaries, he condemned the 
Shi‘ites as interior enemies “even more dangerous than the Jews and 
the Christians” and he wanted holy war to be waged pitilessly against 
them. The introspective  jihad  was for him to be a force that at the same 
time would renew individual spirituality and create a united society 
dedicated to God which could then triumph over the world. 23  

 It was naturally the case that Muslim writers, faced with the need 
to resist and then expel the Europeans from Palestine and Syria, de-
voted a good deal of space to their enemies in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries. Crusades and  jihads  continued to be preached, of 
course, but in the later Middle Ages the focus of interest moved from 
the Levant to the Balkans, which were being overwhelmed by an Ot-
toman tide. In the Islamic world the Crusades almost passed out of 
mind, although, as we have seen, legendary heroes of resistance like 
Baybars continued to fi gure in folk memory. 24  Very few writers, apart 
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from the Ottoman historiographer Na‘ima, who drew comparisons 
between the central Middle Ages and the struggle in the Balkans at 
the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, did more than 
mention the crusaders in passing. 25  It is only a slight exaggeration to 
say that between 1500 and 1860 the most original writings on the 
Crusades in Arabic—Christian Maronite histories written in Leba-
non—were nostalgic about them. 26  

 The fact is that the Muslims had lost interest. They had never 
shown much concern about the world beyond Islam, since there is a 
tendency, in the words of one scholar, “to treat the house of war as 
one.” Following a tradition attributed to the Prophet—“unbelief is 
one nation”—no particular need was felt to differentiate one infi del 
from another or to distinguish crusading from other forms of Chris-
tian warfare. 27  This unconcern with the distinctions to be made be-
tween other religions is still sometimes expressed today: “An unbe-
liever [ kafi r ] is anyone who follows a religion other than Islam. He is 
neither a believer nor a Muslim. Idolators, Jews, Buddhists, Chris-
tians and Communists are exactly the same in this respect—all will 
be consigned eternally to Hellfi re on the Day of Judgement.” 28  

 And anyway the Muslims looked back on the Crusades with indif-
ference and complacency. In their eyes they had been the outright 
winners. They had driven the crusaders from the lands they had set-
tled in the Levant and had been triumphant in the Balkans, occupy-
ing far more territory in Europe than the Western settlers had ever 
held in Palestine and Syria. The Ottoman empire, which in the sev-
enteenth century had extended into Hungary, had laid siege to Vi-
enna twice. The fi rst history of the Crusades in Arabic, which had 
appeared in 1865, had been a Christian one and a specifi c Arabic term 
for them had only been introduced in the middle of the nineteenth 
century by the Christian intelligentsia. 29  

 In the 1890s, however, as the Islamic world, provided with the ca-
liph’s remark that the Crusades were still in train, showed signs of 
taking an interest in them, it was presented with the Western con-
structs that I have already described. 30  In one, culturally inferior cru-
saders had faced civilized, liberal, and modern-looking Muslims. In 
the other, these same crusaders were a source of imperialistic pride 
for their European descendants, who were now returning to com-
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plete the work they had begun. It was easy to gloss this with the view 
that Europe, having lost the fi rst round in the Crusades, had em-
barked on another and this reading of the present struck a chord in 
Arab Nationalism, which was beginning to emerge in response to the 
British and French occupation of much of North Africa and the Le-
vant and the settlement of Jews in Palestine. 

 From the fi rst approach, stemming from Scott, the Muslims took 
the idea of a destructive and savage West, which benefi ted by absorb-
ing their civilized values while at the same time leaving a trail of 
wreckage in its wake. As one North African historian asked, “Is it 
possible to imagine any substantial advantage that the Islamic world 
has drawn from the crusades? Indeed, how could Islam benefi t from 
contacts established with an inferior, backward civilization?” 31  Sala-
din, now Arabized, 32  was given a heroic status and within fi fteen years 
of the kaiser’s visit an Arab author, warning against the threat posed 
by Zionist settlement in Palestine, had adopted Saladin as a  nom de 
plume . A university named after him was opened in Jerusalem in 1915. 33  
In the contemporary novelist Mahmoud Darwish’s account of the 
invasion of Lebanon by the Israelis in 1982, their actions, described 
in much the same terms as those of Scott’s crusaders, are compared 
unfavorably with the courtesy of Saladin. “Our water [in Beirut] has 
been cut off by those acting on behalf of leftover crusaders, yet Sala-
din used to send ice and fruits to the enemy.” 34  

 From the second European approach, stemming from Michaud, 
Muslim writers took the idea of a continuing Western assault. In 
1920 Saladin was praised for thwarting the  fi rst  European attempt to 
subdue the East. 35  Following a somewhat eccentric view, propounded 
by René Grousset and publicized in the Islamic world in the 1930s by 
‘Aziz ‘Atiya, that a cultural fault line divides Occident and Orient, the 
endemic warfare between Christianity and Islam was sometimes put 
in the context of a global confl ict, the origins of which predated the 
emergence of the religions. 36  Echoes of this can perhaps be seen in the 
apparent references by Islamist  jihadis  to Samuel Huntington’s revival 
of this theory under a somewhat different form. 37  But, under the in-
fl uence of the Liberal economic historians to whom I have already 
referred, the struggle was more commonly believed, rather perversely 
in view of the Muslim invasions of the seventh century, to have origi-
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nated with the Crusades themselves, which constituted the fi rst 
chapter in European colonial expansion and were manifestations of 
Western colonialist avarice conducted under the mask of religion. 38  
As early as 1934 a writer was maintaining that “the west is still waging 
crusading wars against Islam under the guise of political and eco-
nomic Imperialism.” 39  Others developed the notion that after losing 
the fi rst round the West was consumed with a spirit of vengeance and 
a longing to overturn that Muslim victory. The First World War had 
marked yet another attempt to take the holy city of Jerusalem, while 
complicity in the creation of the state of Israel, established on the 
very ground occupied by the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem, had been 
an act of vengeful malice. Mahmoud Darwish described the Israeli 
siege of Beirut in 1982 as “revenge for all medieval history.” 40  This 
idea appeals particularly to the Islamists. “The crusaders’ malice re-
mained concealed in their hearts, till they disclosed it when they suc-
ceeded in doing away with the Ottoman caliphal state and then es-
tablishing a Jewish state in Palestine. This they deemed a two-fold 
revenge for their defeat at the hand of the heroic Muslim leader 
Saladin.” 41  

 It is commonly believed that the victory of Islam over the medi-
eval crusaders can be replicated and the successful  jihads  of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries are sometimes presented as models for fu-
ture action. In his two-volume  History of the Crusades  (1963) the histo-
rian Sa‘id Ashur wrote that “our condition is very close to that of our 
ancestors eight and a half centuries ago; it is consequently incumbent 
upon us to study the movement of the crusades minutely and scien-
tifi cally.” 42  Conditions and events in the past are therefore examined 
carefully to provide exemplars, as indeed they are from an opposite 
point of view in Israel, as I have already pointed out. 43  

 Many Nationalists considered their struggle for independence to 
be a predominantly Arab riposte to a crusade that was being waged 
against them. Since the 1970s, however, they have been challenged by 
a renewed and militant Pan-Islamism, the adherents of which have 
globalized the Nationalist interpretation of crusade history, recog-
nizing at the same time that the crusaders were motivated by ideol-
ogy—the ideology, of course, of Satan—something that the thor-
oughly secular Nationalists had refused to consider. 



74 CRUSADING AND ISLAM

 The heightened vision of the Islamists owes most to the ideologue 
Sayyid Qutb (1906–66), who began his career as an Egyptian Na-
tionalist and ended it in 1966 as an Islamist on the gallows. In prison 
for most of the last twelve years of his life, he wrote there some of his 
most profound and infl uential works. Infl uenced by Ibn Taymiyya, 
the medieval  jihadist  to whom I have already referred, 44  he rejected all 
secular and nationalist ideologies, all non-Islamic philosophy and all 
tribal and regional allegiances. These, he believed, contributed to the 
spread of  jahiliyah , an ignorance of, and therefore a failure to subject 
oneself to, God, which had been prevalent in the pagan world en-
countered by the earliest Muslims and was undermining Islam today. 
The only way forward for Muslims—or at fi rst a select group of 
them—was to sever all ties with the outside world and to devote 
themselves entirely to following the word of God in the Koran as a 
prelude to the reestablishment of ‘ aqidah , Islam’s authentic spirit, 
which would eventually be expressed in the total unity of the Muslim 
world. Mustered against ‘ aqidah  were potent alien, international, and 
aggressive forces: Zionism, communism, and crusaderism ( sulubbiya ), 
the last of which was intimately linked to colonialism. Indeed, in the 
colonialist age “Europe mustered all its forces to extinguish the spirit 
of Islam, revived the inheritance of the crusaders’ hatred and em-
ployed all the material and intellectual powers at its disposal.” 45  For 
Qutb, in fact, crusaderism   was a much more ancient and potent force 
than colonialism; indeed it was almost as if it was embedded in Euro-
pean genes. “Western blood,” he wrote, “carries the spirit of the cru-
sades within itself. It fi lls the subconscious of the west.” 46  

 It is common for his militant successors to view Zionists and 
Marxists, and now also Hindus, as surrogates of crusaderism, em-
ployed to subvert Islam and destroy believers. 47  It is clear that al-
though the eventual aim of the  jihadis  is world Islamic government 
under a caliph, their present focus   is on Islam itself. They are religio-
political reformers engaged in the purifi cation of Islam as a prelude 
to its eventual triumph. This requires them to focus on two battle-
fi elds: one on which they face down corrupt internal forces; the other 
on which they confront outside powers that are penetrative and are 
potent enough to nullify their work of reconstruction. Justifying their 
ruthless violence is hatred of the infi del and his values, of course, but 
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also a fear that their religious experiment will founder. They invoke 
the Crusades over and over again, since it is crusaderism that lies be-
hind and exploits all the forces ranged against them. “For the fi rst 
time the Crusaders have managed to achieve their historic ambitions 
and dreams against our Islamic  umma , gaining control over the Is-
lamic holy places and the Holy Sanctuaries, and hegemony over the 
wealth and riches of our  umma .” 48  “Ever since God made the Arabian 
Peninsula fl at, created desert in it and surrounded it with seas, it has 
never suffered such a calamity as these Crusader hordes, that have 
spread in it like locusts, consuming its wealth and destroying its 
fertility.” 49  

 In a recent broadcast, Osama bin Muhammad bin Laden provided 
a geography of modern countercrusading warfare. It encompasses 
Iraq, Afghanistan, Kashmir, Pakistan, Palestine, Sudan (the south 
and the Darfur region), Somalia, Morocco, Bosnia, Chechnya, and 
East Timor. 50  Afghanistan has been for decades, of course, a theater 
of this war. “The battle is between Muslims—the people of Islam—
and the global Crusaders. . . . The One God, who sustained us with 
one of his helping Hands and stabilized us to defeat the Soviet Em-
pire, is capable of sustaining us again and allowing us to defeat Amer-
ica on the same land.” 51  But now Iraq is the chief battleground. 

 Despite the numerous crusader attacks against our Muslim na-
tion in military, economic, cultural, and moral aspects, the grav-
est of them all is the attack against our religion, our Prophet and 
our Sharia tenets. The epicentre of these wars is Baghdad, the 
seat of the rule of the caliphate. . . . Their defeat in Iraq will mean 
defeat in all their wars and a beginning of the receding of their 
Zionist-Crusader tide against us. 52  

 In a war of civilizations, 

 The  umma  is asked to unite itself in the face of the Crusaders’ 
campaign, the strongest, most powerful and most ferocious cam-
paign to fall on the Islamic  umma . . . .   This is a war which, like 
previous wars, is reviving the Crusades. Richard the Lionheart, 
Barbarossa from Germany, and Louis from France—the case is 
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similar today, when they all immediately went forward the day 
Bush lifted the cross. The Crusader nations went forward. . . . 
They have accepted the rule of the cross. 53  

 It is this vision of a continuing crusade and of resistance to it that 
has suddenly and spectacularly forced itself on the world outside. 
The language employed is often feverish, but a Muslim does not have 
to be an extreme Islamist to hold to the view that the West is still en-
gaged in crusading. I recently refused to take part in a television se-
ries, produced by an intelligent and well-educated Egyptian woman, 
for whom a continuing Western crusade was an article of faith. Hav-
ing less to do with historical reality than with reactions to imperial-
ism, the Nationalist and Islamist interpretations of crusade history 
help many people, moderates as well as extremists, to place the ex-
ploitation they believe they have suffered in a historical context and 
to satisfy their feelings of both superiority and humiliation. 

�

 There is nothing new about the  jihadism , of course, but the form of it 
that has become such a feature of radical Islamism has some unusual 
characteristics. Globalization and migration has blurred the geo-
graphical boundaries between the  dar al-Islam  and the  dar al-harb  and 
has provided the  jihadists  with the opportunity, denied to their prede-
cessors, to deliver long-range blows. The powers, which a century 
and a half ago could easily crush local  jihads  proclaimed against them 
as their authority advanced inexorably across Asia and Africa, are 
now relatively weak. 54  And, as I have demonstrated, modern  jihadism 
 has developed and elaborated the perception of a crusading past and 
present, which it inherited from Arab Nationalism. 

 It is clear that this potent historical vision has on it the stamp of 
that nineteenth-century European association of crusading and im-
perialism that I have already described. And it is notable that in its 
responses to  jihadi  terrorism the West has not tried to counter the 
Muslim reading of history, in spite of the fact that it is in many ways 
a distortion of reality. As coheirs of the traditions that originated in 
the writings of Scott and Michaud, most Westerners seem to regard 
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crusading in much the same light as the Muslims, with the differences 
that until recently they were barely conscious of the Muslim convic-
tion that it was still in train and are ashamed of it rather than defi ant. 
In the late 1990s there were calls for the Catholic Church to apolo-
gize for the Crusades. There is a general belief that the pope did so, 
but although there was an expression of contrition for “sins commit-
ted in the service of truth” and the papacy later got near to apologiz-
ing to the Orthodox Church for the sack of Constantinople in 1204, 55  
the order of service for the ceremony in St. Peter’s on March 12, 
2000, the Day of Pardon, contained no specifi c reference to the Cru-
sades. 56  In any case, an apology for past events would have been futile 
as far as the Muslims are concerned, since crusading is for them still 
a reality, conducted in more sophisticated and effective ways than 
ever before. 

 Western society cannot reply effectively, because it does not com-
prehend or even recognize the sources of the language the Muslims 
use. Three of my grandparents were living when in 1892 Cardinal 
Lavigerie closed down his military order, but our society has com-
pletely forgotten how recently crusade ideas were intellectually re-
spectable. The short biography of Pope Leo XIII in the third edition 
of  The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church  describes how he tried “to 
bring the Church to terms with modern civilization” and “the lead he 
gave on the burning political and social questions of his time,” but it 
contains no reference to the letters of privilege he issued in 1879 and 
1888, praising the Knights of Malta “for their glorious service on be-
half of Christianity and the Catholic Faith and for the victories won 
by them against the enemy of the Christian name.” 57  Cardinal La-
vigerie’s entry praises this “passionate and far-sighted man” for his 
commitment to the Africans and his foundation of the White Fa-
thers and the White Sisters, but is silent about his obsession with 
crusading. 58  

 It is hard to explain this amnesia. Pseudocrusading language was 
occasionally to be found throughout the twentieth century. It was, for 
example, employed by the Nationalists during the Spanish Civil War 
in the 1930s and by General Dwight D. Eisenhower in his account of 
the Second World War. 59  As often as not, however, it was greeted 
with derision and it is signifi cant that the South American militants 
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of Christian Liberation in the 1960s never referred back to crusade 
thought, in spite of the fact that elements in their theology—the use 
of force in the names of Christ and fraternal charity, and a belief in 
martyrdom in battle—could class them as paracrusaders. 60  The par-
allels eluded them, of course, and it may be that in the minds of most 
people memories of the nineteenth-century projects and hyperbole 
could not survive the experience of the First World War, to the reali-
ties of which pseudocrusading rhetoric provided an almost obscene 
counterpoint. In an Advent Sermon in 1915, Bishop Winnington-
Ingram of London resorted to language that was more extreme than 
any to be found in genuine crusade propaganda. “Everyone that loves 
freedom and honour, everyone that puts principle above ease, and life 
itself beyond mere living, are banded in a great crusade—we cannot 
deny it—to kill Germans: to kill them not for the sake of killing, but 
to save the world.” 61  Basil Bourchier, a London vicar who was serving 
as an army chaplain, described the war as “the holiest that has ever 
been waged. . . . It is the honour of the most high God which is im-
perilled” and viewed the Dardanelles campaign as “the latest of the 
crusades. Should Constantinople fall it will be the greatest Christian 
victory that has occurred for hundreds of years. . . . A vision arises 
before the mind of Byzantium once again a Christian city; St. Sophia 
once again the home of Christian worship, and who knows, once 
again the Holy Land rescued from the defi ling grip of the infi del.” 62  

 The same chauvinistic hysteria was to be heard in Germany, al-
though modifi ed there by the alliance with Turkey, and in France, 
where it helped fuel the cult of Joan of Arc. It contrasted sharply with 
most memorialization, which was compassionate and agonizingly 
sad. 63  The vast majority of churchmen would have agreed with Henry 
Scott Holland, the Regius Professor of Divinity in Oxford, who com-
pared the language of some of his coreligionists to “mad Mullahs 
preaching a Jehad” 64  and, although the idea of the First World War as 
a holy one was sometimes echoed in British village war memorials, 65  
the effusions of men like Winnington-Ingram must have had a nega-
tive effect on public opinion. It is possible that crusade rhetoric had 
become so embarrassing and abhorrent that the seriousness with 
which crusade ideas had been treated by leading fi gures as recently as 
the 1890s was consigned to oblivion. 



   Conclusion 

 I have traveled from the eleventh century to the twenty-fi rst, concen-
trating on the periods 1095 to 1300 and 1800 to 2007. We are today 
subjected to religio-political hostility, erupting in acts of extreme 
violence, and a war of words in the course of which the Crusades fea-
ture prominently. We cannot hope to understand the circumstances 
in which we fi nd ourselves unless we are prepared to face up to fact 
that modern Western public opinion, Arab Nationalism, and Pan-
Islamism all share perceptions of crusading that have more to do with 
nineteenth-century European imperialism than with actuality. 

 The Crusades themselves were deeply embedded in popular 
Catholic ideas and devotional life. They were not thoughtless explo-
sions of barbarism. The theory of force that underlay them was rela-
tively sophisticated and was considered to be theologically justifi able 
by a society that felt itself to be threatened. It is hard now to conceive 
of the intensity of the attachment felt for the holy places in Jerusa-
lem, the concern aroused by heresy and physical assaults on the 
church, and the fear Westerners had of Muslim invaders, who reached 
central France in the eighth century and Vienna in the sixteenth and 
again in the seventeenth. The men and women who took the cross 
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seem mostly to have been pious and well-intentioned. When Hum-
bert of Romans, who was trying to answer the point that harm was 
done to Christendom by the deaths of so many decent men on cru-
sade, answered that “by this kind of death people make their way to 
heaven who perhaps would never reach it by another road,” he was 
merely stating what nearly all his contemporaries believed. 1  

 Humbert’s words now sound as if they had been written by some-
one not from an earlier age but from another planet. But before we 
become too certain of our rectitude and complacent about how far 
our society has advanced, we should remember that secular ideologi-
cal violence—“ethical” in the sense that it is employed on behalf of a 
religious or cultural or even pseudoscientifi c ideal that is considered 
by its adherents to be of universal importance—has manifested itself 
recently in wars waged in the names of imperialism, nationalism, 
Marxism, fascism, anticolonialism, humanitarianism, and even lib-
eral democracy. 
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